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Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Ring, Hell System, Hunter Space 


WARHORSE 
Thump. 


Target-rich environment. First Fang pounce into action, crash into the 
Hunters. Weapon up, barge forward, fire. Can’t miss. 


Ambient temperature of minus fifty. Hunter blood freezes the second it hits 
air, puffs of purplish-red snow, treacherous underfoot. 


Report from HOMEPLATE, two human survivors unaccounted-for. 


Male: Alive, being yanked back from the fight by STARFALL, dropping his 
knife, shaking and starting to weep. 


Female: Falling back into BASEBALL’s arms. Length of Hunter claw 
protruding from her chest. 


Dead. 

No. 

Rush to assist. Fatal cardiac injury, impaled right through the sternum. 
BASEBALL shaking out a stasis bag. Only hope is to prep her for 


emergency surgery. 


Her eyes are still open. She looks like she wants to cry. 


No words. They both know what to do. 


Patient already cannulated. Intraosseous, drilled through the point of the 
shoulder into the marrow of the Humerus. Maximum Crue-D dose. Won’t 
do her any good this second, but might help her survive on the operating 
table. 


Draw fusion knife, cut down the foreign body to within an inch of the chest. 
Long enough to get a grip on and extract, short enough to stay out of the 
way. 


Helmet-mounted medical scanner, full-body sweep. Damn: her heart is 
destroyed. If the surgeons can fix this one... 


Focus 


Tissue sample. No time for subtlety or swabs, gotta get her in the bag fast. 
Sampler leaves a little bleeding wound on her arm. 


Intubate while Base shoves her into the bag. Last steps: hands clear, bag 
closed, field on. Attach tissue sample and upload scan. 


Smacks on the arm from ‘Base. “I got her!” 
Stand up, back to the task at hand. 


Hand-off the male survivor from STARFALL. He’s weeping, staring at the 
bag, totally disoriented. No time to play nice: throw over shoulder. Light. 
Skinny. Malnourished. Uninjured, though. 


Defenders have the Array built. Bag and male survivor onto platform, he 
sits down heavily, stares at his boots. 


Step back. 
“Clear!” 


Thump 


Wall of impenetrable black, becomes Brothers. Turn. 
Aggressors making headway: pitched battle. Join the formation... 


Kill. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
HMS Sharman (HMNB Folctha), Cimbrean, The Far Reaches 


Air Engineering Technician Jack “TWO-SEVENTY” Tisdale 
Thump 


Jack and Miller’s job now that MOHO and the Lads were away was to help 
keep the jump room clear. He darted onto the platform. They had a 
turnaround of seconds, so there was no time to be nice. He left the stasis 
bag to the medics, grabbed the skinny guy who was slumped in the middle 
of the platform, heaved him to his feet and with Miller’s help got him off 
the platform. 


He fought them, tried to claw back and stay with the bag, screaming a 
name. 


“Ray! RAAAY!” 


A calm, dispassionate voice in the back of Jack’s mind noted that he had no 
trouble at all holding the thrashing man back. Was he really that strong 
nowadays, or was the guy just that weak? 


“Hey, hey,” he soothed, “We’re gonna do everything we can, alright?” 
Miller had his back. “Let the medics work, man, c’mon...” 


The guy finally stopped pulling and watched the medics load the bag onto a 
gurney and hustle it out of the Array room, giving Jack a chance to finally 
study his new charge. 


Benjamin Cook, he decided. They’d been briefed on all seven members of 
the Dauntless crew. The pictures were like ten years old now and the guy’s 
face was all sunken, skinny and he’d picked up more than his share of 
wrinkles and silver hairs, but... Well, he was a white dude. Based on the 
known casualties, that narrowed him down to only one possibility. 


“You’re Ben, right?” he asked. 


Cook seemed to snap back a little and turned to look at him. God, there was 
ice on his cheeks where his tears had frozen. How fucking cold was it over 
there? He was shivering like crazy, and Jack couldn’t tell if it was from the 
cold, the adrenaline or sheer emotion. All three, probably. 


“..Whuh?” 
“You’re Ben? Ben Cook? I’m Jack, this is Rihanna.” 


Cook didn’t acknowledge the question. He just turned to look at the doors 
as they swung closed behind his friend and then, very very slowly, Jack 
watched him completely fall apart. 


It started in his eyes. They darted wildly around the room, took in the 
personnel, the equipment, the uniforms, back to Jack’s face... 


Jack had seen eyes like that before, on the day his parents had told him Sara 
was dead. People used words like “hollow” or “dead” but those weren’t 
quite right. They weren’t hollow, but so full of horrible sights that there was 
no room for anything else. They weren’t dead; they saw nothing but death. 


They were the eyes of a man who’d just had the only thing that kept him 
moving forward taken away from him. Wild, unfocused, bereft of any idea 
how to cope. 


Jack had the presence of mind to let Cook collapse onto him rather than just 
letting him crumple into a fetal ball on the floor. The guy weighed nothing, 
he was lighter than most Gaoians, but he hugged as hard as MOHO and 
Jack could tell that he was finally, finally letting go after God-knew-how- 
many years. 


There was nothing dignified about pain like that. 


There was nothing to say, either, so Jack didn’t even try. He just became a 
pillar of calm strength and let the poor bastard get it out of his system. 


Eventually, with many soft words like “C’mon man” and “let’s get you 
outta here,” plus some gently applied strength, he and Miller finally 


managed to coax Cook down into a wheelchair, put a blanket around his 
shoulders and get him out of the way. There were still a couple of 
Operators, Whitecrests and some gear to go through the Array, but the 
strike force was pretty definitively through at this point. 


He pulled the wheelchair over to where Deacon and Hargreaves were 
looking after the other two survivors, Spears and Choi. Both were obviously 
doing better than Cook was: Spears was staring deep into a mug of coffee 
but he looked up as they brought Cook over so he was clearly in the here 
and now. Choi looked... stunned, but alert. He was looking around the 
Array room with interest, taking in the technology. They’d have to relocate 
in a few minutes, but for now the three needed a second to adjust. 


Then there was the Gaoian, Garaaf. He was sniffing noses with Champion 
Genshi and keening softly in a different comer, but he seemed to be coping 
surprisingly well. Jack had no idea what was going on inside that fuzzy 
head, but Whitecrests had always struck him as a little too cool sometimes. 


Really, this wasn’t Jack’s area of expertise, but there was nobody on base 
whose area of expertise it was so... About the only thing to do was be warm 
and human and calm. 


Cook had an interesting reaction to being handed a mug of coffee: he stared 
at it in horror for a second then threw it violently away from him. Across 
the room, Green danced aside to avoid taking a metal mug full of hot coffee 
to the leg. 


“Hey, hey...” Jack soothed. “What’s wrong, man?” 
“Tt was... “ Cook tailed off and just shook his head. 


“.,.Ben?” Spears reached out and put a hand on his crewmate’s shoulder. 
Cook flinched. 


“..Hbhot. Hot. It was hot.” 


“',.Okay. We’ ll get you a cold drink,” Jack promised. Miller nodded and 
made herself busy: She looked more uncomfortable than he’d ever seen. 


“ ,.Ray?” Choi asked. “Was that...? We had to leave her, is she—?” 


Deacon put a hand on his shoulder. “She’s in the best hands possible,” she 
promised. 


“She got stabbed in the heart, man,” Cook hiccuped and groaned. “Right in 
the... in the...” 


Jack tried to project reassuring confidence. “Medical technology’s come a 
long way since you guys left,” he said. He wasn’t about to lie and pretend it 
would be a cakewalk, but that much was very true. Adam and John 
wouldn’t have sent her back in stasis if they didn’t think there was some 
hope for her. 


It didn’t seem to help Cook at all. He just shook his head and mumbled 
something that sounded too much like ‘shoulda been me...’ 


“Goddammit...” Spears hung his head. 
Choi closed his eyes. “... And Holly?” 
“She’ll be up and walking in a couple hours,” Hargreaves promised. 


“... You’re kidding.” Choi blinked at him. “She had a nine-inch nail in her 
gut!” 


“Like Jack said. We’ve come a long way.” 


“Holy shit.” Choi looked down at his coffee then drank it with a shaking 
hand. 


The techs looked at each other and decided things had calmed down enough 
now. 


“Look, why don’t we get you guys somewhere quieter?” Deacon suggested. 
“You’ll need checking out by the medics and stuff, but let’s do it 


somewhere peaceful.” 


“_,. Right.” Spears nodded. “Yeah, please. Somewhere quiet.... Ben?” 


Cook looked up sharply from whatever infinitely distant thing he’d been 
Staring at. “Whuh?!” 


“.,.C’mon man. We’re gonna get you somewhere more comfortable, get 

you checked out. Okay?” Jack didn’t help him stand, just stepped behind 
the wheelchair. Cook didn’t reply, just drifted away to wherever his mind 
was at again. 


They negotiated the trio out down the hallway and finally settled on 
dropping them in the same break room where they’d been waiting with the 
Lads just before the alarm bell rang. The Couch was still in there, still 
facing the TV that was still playing Looney Tunes shorts: nobody had 
bothered to turn it off in the scramble to get moving. 


Choi gaped at it. “... Holy shit. Cartoons.” 


While Deacon went to call Mears and update him on where his patients 
were, Jack turned the volume down slightly. “Yeah. Sorry.” 


Choi shook his head. “No, man. Just... I’d forgotten those were even a 
thing.” 


“_,.We fucking made it,” Spears breathed. “...Jesus Christ. I...” He sat 
down abruptly. Deacon was at his side in a flash and promptly found herself 
being hugged tight and cried into. 


Choi sat down awkwardly by his colleague’s side and put a hand on his 
back. “... Yeah,” he agreed. “Holy shit, we’re back on Earth.” 


“Uh... Sorry dude, but not quite.” Hargreaves told him. 
“Huh?” 
“You’re not on Earth.” 


“We aren’t?” Spears asked. He looked around as though expecting the 
windowless, simple room to yield further insights. 


“This is the city of Folctha, on the planet Cimbrean. Humanity’s first 
extrasolar colony world.” 


Choi stared at him dumbfounded for a moment then sat down. Distractedly, 
he ran a hand through his hair then rested them lightly on his knees as 
though he didn’t know what else to do with them. 


“.,.. Things really did change, huh?” 


“Yeah. the colony’s existence was made public a couple weeks after you 
left.” 


“How big is it?” Spears asked. 


“We’re knocking on the door of a hundred thousand people nowadays,” 
Jack told him. 


“Way more than that if you include the Gaoian refugees...” Deacon pointed 
out. 


Choi angled his head. “Refugees?” 


Jack, Deacon and Hargreaves looked at each other, then reached an 
unspoken conclusion. 


“Tt’s... a long story,” Deacon began carefully. “And it kinda begins with 
San Diego.” 


They told them everything. The Hierarchy, the war on Gao... everything. 


They didn’t take it well. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
Folctha, Cimbrean, The Far Reaches 


Xiu Chang 


Either Julian’s musical taste was rubbing off, or Xiu was too lazy to change 
the playlist. But she had to admit that his music usually accompanied her 
morning workout pretty well. It wasn’t tranquil enough for Taiji but for 
moving heavy things around he’d figured out about the perfect soundtrack. 
Aggressive and inspiring without going full thrash death scream like the 
Lads of the HEAT preferred. 


Besides: It was Julian’s, and she missed him. Messages a couple of times a 
day just weren’t the same thing. 


5))—I will not be forgotten, this is my time to shine! I’ve got the scars to 
prove it, only the strong survive! I’m not afraid—> 4 


She’d woken up to a lonely bed. Well, okay, the first time she’d woken up 
she’d been cuddled up to Allison, but Allison had taken her brothers to 
school and gone to work while Xiti had fallen asleep again. She’d woken an 
hour or two later alone and with a nasty tangle in her hair that took some 
ruthless and painful brushing to remove. 


She was getting kinda sick of being the housewife. Sure, she’d asked to take 
a good long break so she could get the house up and running, but she was 
definitely ready to step back into the world of doing stuff again. As 
satisfying as making a nice house had been, she wasn’t interested in just 
rattling around it all day being domestic. 


Technically she still worked for MBG even if she was using all of that leave 
time she’d saved up over the years of the Misfit expedition. She was 
looking forward to see what they had for her next. 


The music was interrupted by a phone call, and she took a quick swig of 
water before answering. 


“Hello?” 
“Tt’s me, babe.” Allison had a breathless, slightly frantic note in her voice. 
“Hey! Is everything alright?” 


“Uh... Kinda-sorta maybe maybe not? We just got a call from Sharman, 
they’ve got some of our guys over there!” 


Xiu blinked. “Our guys? Like... MBG guys?” 
“An EV crew! One of the missing ones!” 
No wonder she sounded so off-balance. “You’re kidding! Which one?” 


“Dauntless! Number three! Uh... we kinda got a message back from Kevin. 
He’s coming over here with Moses but the first jump they can make is this 
evening. He’s asking if you could go—” 


Xiu jumped on the chance before she’d even finished asking. “Of course! 
I’|l head over there as soon as I’ve showered and changed.” 


“Babe, you’re an angel. I think Levaughn might actually faint... I guess 
you’ll be hearing from Kevin pretty soon.” 


Xiu giggled. “Thanks for the heads-up,” she said dryly, and was rewarded 
with a laugh. “I’d better go get ready.” 


“You do that. Wo ai ni.” 
“WO yé di ni. I’ll see you this evening.” 


She hit the shower just long enough to freshen up while doing her best to 
keep her hair dry, and brushed the water out while she studied the contents 
of their closet, which was big enough that with a desk in there it could have 
been a comfortable small office. 


She didn’t need long to select a businesslike graphite pants suit with a red 
blouse that was a pretty good match for the MBG corporate livery. No 


jewelry, just a simple minimalist hair clip, and the lightest touch of makeup. 
She considered herself in the mirror and nodded: She looked professional 
and composed. 


Her phone buzzed just as she was about to summon a cab. It was an email, 
and it wasn’t from Kevin. 


Miss Chang, 


I understand from our people at Chiune that you’ve stepped up to handle 
the EV-03 situation. Thank you, I really appreciate it. Right now we don’t 
know much, just that they’ve been recovered. We know there were 
casualties, but it’s not clear how many. Might be two, might be three or four. 
Sure appreciate if you could clear that up and establish the facts of where 
they were and what happened to them. 


The press are likely to be on this pretty quick: Go ahead and talk to them. 
We don’t want to release the names of who’s back and who didn’t make it 
until we’ve had a chance to talk with next of kin, so I’d appreciate it if you 
could be cautious and if in doubt decline to comment. If you’re asked about 
the other lost expeditions, be realistic but cautiously optimistic. 


We depend on AEC’s good will, so it’s probably worth asking them if there’s 
anything they don’t want us to say. ...Kevin tells me I’m just telling you 
what you already know. I say you can blame me for worrying, but he’s 
right. I have total faith in you. Represent us well. 


Warm regards, 
-Moses Byron 
Well. No pressure, then. 


She opened the cab app, ordered a car, and composed her reply as she was 
lurking by the front door in wait for it. 


In the end, after a few revisions, it came down to two sentences: 


Mr. Byron, 


I don’t blame you for worrying. I'll hold the fort until you get here. 


-Xiu Chang. 


She sent it just as the car arrived. She locked the door behind her, took a 
deep breath to steady herself... And went to work. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Ring, Hell System, Hunter Space 


Brother Daar (“Tigger”) of Stoneback, Great Father of the Gao 
They were all gonna die, most likely. 


So long as they took the fuckin’ ring with them, it’d just about be worth it, 
but... Fyu’s nuts. He’d hafta spend his most bestest Brothers t’do it, First 
Fang and SOR. 


Nothing coulda hurt more. 


The worst part about the whole fuckin’ mess was how completely, 
obviously necessary it all was. The Hunters were a threat to all sapient life, 
and they were really the only major meatspace tools the Hierarchy had left. 
Destroying the ring would end them. Not at first, maybe. In fact there’d still 
be a long road ahead if they were ever going to be completely wiped from 
the galaxy... but up until this moment they’d been unassailable. 


A monster they could kill was a lot better than a monster they couldn’t. 
Daar would gladly die to make that change happen. 


If only he could do it without sacrificing his Brothers... 


Those weren’t appropriate thoughts for a battle, though. Not even one that 
was going well. What had at first seemed like a limitless sea of Hunters at 
their beachhead had faltered to a trickle. The HEAT knew all the Hunters’ 
tricks now: the first hint of a nervejam launcher brought down waves of 
overlapping firepower. The merest suggestion of a heavy Hunter saw it torn 
apart by grenade rounds. The HEAT made an outstanding spear-tip, gaining 
ground relentlessly and steadily while First Fang obliterated everything 
along the flanks and rear, ready to swarm forward and tear into any Hunter 
force foolish enough to brave the front. 


All of which was just a stalling action. They needed a route to the surface, 
ideally one that the Hunters couldn’t control or easily ambush them 


through. To do that, they needed to know where, exactly, they were inside 
the Ring’s geometry. The damn thing was as thick as territories, if they went 
the wrong way it was a five-day march to the surface. 


Thank fuck for good intel: The surface was five klicks that-a-way. Not as 
close as Daar would have liked, but close enough.... They just had to get 
through a thick door first. The Hunters had closed it once their assault 
became an obvious failure, and the damn thing was thick. 


Fortunately, if there was one thing both Stoneback and the HEAT knew, it 
was blowing shit up. Sikes needed to do nothing more than look back over 
his shoulder and hold up the solution. “Hotball?” 


Daar duck-nodded. “Hotball.” 


The Hotball was basically just a tiny jump array the size of an ordinary 
grenade. All Sikes had to do was set it down on the floor and align its 
camera on the doors. 


“Fire in the hole!” 


The Humans had brought some of their most bestest toys, and nearly all of 
them linked back to the Deep Space Strategic Weapons Reserve at Minot 
AFB on Earth. In the case of the Hotball, the Keeda-fuck crazy assholes had 
decided that what a team of Operators really needed was the ability to call 
in naval firepower or missile strikes no matter where they were. It had 
everything: sixteen-inch guns, five-inch guns, sixty-mil autocannons, even 
nukes if it came to that... any kind of boom they might need, Minot were 
happy to provide. All Sikes had to do was dial in exactly how much 
devastation he wanted to cause, and the rest... 


Well, the rest was overpressure so fierce that it briefly reminded Daar of 
getting his tail nuked on Akyawentuo. The doors didn’t stand a chance. 
Neither did the handful of Hunters in its immediate vicinity. 


Brother Fiin and his hand-picked team were doing an amazing job keeping 
Daar un-harassed enough to think, too. He thought best while he was 
moving, and here moving meant fighting, but not so much he couldn’t pause 


an’ think ‘bout what unique delights the damned tactical problem were 
giving them. Or, really, enough that he couldn’t stand back and savor the 
destruction that balls-crazy Hotball unleashed. 


The HEAT didn’t wait for the smoke to clear. They didn’t need to. The few 
Hunters that had survived on the far side of the destroyed doors got ripped 
to pieces before they’d even recovered their wits. 


ABBOTT sounded ice-calm and steady as always as he reported the 
situation on the far side. “Per the map, looks like a road.” 


That “road” was some kind of arterial tunnel for moving big shit about 
inside the Ring. It ran all the way up to within a few hundred meters of the 
surface... and it presented exactly no cover and no room to maneuver. If 
they went that way, they’d be easy to find, easy to pin down. It was the only 
good way outta their arrival chamber, but Daar weren’t nearly fuckin’ dumb 
enough to walk in a straight line down a shooting gallery. 


Fortunately, he didn’t need to. He strode through the smoke and grinned at 
the sight of RIGHTEOUS finishing off a red hunter by twisting its skull 
clean off with one massive gauntleted hand, then exploding the dripping 
trophy just by closing his fist. 


That man was exactly the kind of brutal that Daar could appreciate. He 
chirped First Fang with his radio and indicated the tunnel ceiling to their 
right. (“Make a pile!” 


The Brothers didn’t need telling a second time. Stoneback had plenty toys 
of their own, and Daar didn’t bother paying attention to which one they 
used. All that mattered was that seconds later there was another massive 
detonation and the tunnel caved in, neatly protecting their flank and rear 
from a Hunter counterattack. Weren’t nothin’ but several days of good 
honest labor with plenty of heavy machinery gonna fix that mess. 


The HEAT meanwhile were already moving to secure their way outta the 
shooting gallery. The map said there was a big open space just through the 
tunnel wall about a hunnerd meters down. Probably it was in vacuum, but 


that just worked in their favor: The whole strike force were geared up for 
EVA combat. 


MOHO and KIWI deployed their fusion cutters, and Sikes strung in some 
explosive charges into the resulting holes. They were working smoothly, 
well-rehearsed and cool. It took seconds. 


“Brace for decomp!” 


WARHORSE planted himself and grabbed onto a few of the smaller team 
members. First Fang dug their suit claws into the floors and walls, the 
Whitecrests deployed their sticky-paw gloves and boots. In seconds, 
everybody was holding onto something and ready. 


Daar, for his part, grabbed Brother Finn and pinned him to the floor, just in 
case. He weren’t about to lose anyone that Fyu-damned valuable to the 
Void. 


This third explosion was different. Loud, yeah, loud enough to make his 
bones jump, but this time tonnes and tonnes of air tore the wall inwards, 
and shoved it out into the space beyond. The whole deck heaved and a gale 
like Daar had never felt started hauling indiscriminately on debris, metal 
panels and men alike. 


Something pink-white and broken thumped past him: A Hunter corpse that 
went spilling out through the breach and vanished from sight. In seconds 
the cryo room they’d come in through was empty of air and the wind from 
behind them dropped to nothing, but from up front it was an endless torrent 
that rolled on and on, tearing up the walls and floor and leaving them all 
with no option but to hang on and endure... 


Silence landed on them like a dropped bag of wet sand. The compartment 
had finally run out of air. 


Daar was left hearing nothing but the hiss of air past his ears through his 
helmet, and radio noise. He let go of Fiin and noted that the wind had 
managed to drag the both of them an arm’s length toward the hole, leaving 
ragged gouges in the metal where their suit claws had cut in. ‘Horse 


actually shook his arm out when he let go of the tail of men he’d been 
anchoring. 


“We have an egress.” There was a note of dry humor in ABBOTT?’s voice. 


Daar charged up to the torn hole they’d made and stopped on its threshold. 
He pant-grinned inside his helmet: The gravity was doing screwy things 
around the hole’s edge. 


Experimentally he picked up a chunk of debris that had skittered to a stop 
just before tipping into the void, and flung it out into the open space 
beyond. It dropped... but only very, very slowly, and in the wrong direction. 
The ‘gravity’ out there was from the Ring’s own centripetal spin, not from 
the presence of field generators. 


Exactly what they needed. 


“In,” he ordered, then indicated the tunnel further up in the other direction. 
“First Fang, make a pile.” 


When the road was no good, they’d just make their own... and stop the 
enemy from following. He knew that this was just the first and most easiest 
bit, and that things weren’t about to stay so good all the way. They were all 
about to die, most likely... 


...But he was looking forward to this. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
Builder Hive, Hunter Space 


The Alpha-of-Alphas 


The Alpha-of-Alphas had observed Human tactics many times by now. 
They were much more concerned with self-preservation than Hunters were; 
most Hunters largely lost any fear of death when gripped by the Hunt. 
Humans on the other hand fought cautiously, conserved their resources. 
They only engaged when absolutely necessary and they sold their lives 
dearly or when there was no other option. 


This attack was not consistent with what it had seen of them before. When 
the other Humans had built a jump device, it had expected to see them 
swiftly and efficiently extracted, with a large bomb left behind once the 
rescuers had departed. 


This time, the Humans were fighting almost like Hunters. They were fixated 
upon their Prey, and they were pursuing it no matter what stood in the way. 


They were heading directly toward the surface. Sensibly, they were 
avoiding the Ring’s arteries and transit network and making their own route 
through the unused parts of the superstructure that were neither pressurised 
nor equipped with gravity generators, but aside from that their course was 
straight and true. 


This should not have been a problem. The Hive was home to hundreds of 
millions of Hunters, all of which were theoretically only instants away via 
jump devices. Devices that the Alpha-of-Alphas was absolutely certain it 
had ordered deployed. 


None had been. The Builders were busily at work, that much was clear, and 
yet despite their activity nothing seemed to be happening. There were 
whole broods of Red Hunters and a few hundred Alphas that were all nearly 
as heavily augmented and shielded as the Alpha-of-Alphas itself, all of 
them slavering to throw themselves into the fight and feast. 


All of them should be descending on the Humans in an unstoppable tide, 
despite the obstacles the invaders were throwing in their way. 


They weren’t, and the Builders were proving elusive to contact. They 
returned terse but deferential assurances of hard work but no more than that. 


There would be a reckoning, later. 


For now, the Alpha-of-Alphas had to consider how to stop this invasive 
lance of an assault using only the meagre resources in that part of the Hive 
and their limited ability to relocate using vehicular transport. 


Its projections were not satisfactory. 


Without an obvious solution available, it turned its attention to alternative. 
If the Builders would not deliver the simple numbers needed to wash the 
invaders away, then the Alpha-of-Alphas needed to find some other 
advantage. Thus, it sorted back through the sensor telemetry looking for 
clues, openings, advantages that it could claim. 


It didn’t need long before it found one. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Ring, Hell System, Hunter Space 


Captain Anthony “Abbott”” Costello 
“Sir! We just lost the wormhole link to Minot!” 


What came back over the radio was a short, rapid burst of contrabass 
cursing in Stoneback battle-cant. The translator didn’t get the meaning but 
there was no mistaking the tone. 


The Great Father recovered almost instantly. “Was wonderin’ if they might 
do that.” There was a pause while Daar noticed a Red Hunter charging at 
him, spun around and...well. Two quick shield-breaker rounds from his 
personal guard lowered its defenses just as the Great Father slammed into it. 
Daar was fast, brutal, and left the Red Hunter torn in half almost before it 
seemed to notice it had been destroyed. 


And he didn’t miss a beat. “Options? We’re gonna miss that naval art’y 
awfully fuckin’ quick.” 


Costello was already thinking through the consequences. “...If they’ve got 
a wormhole suppressor, especially something like Farthrow, then most of 
the plan’s fucked,” he pointed out. “No wormholes means no jumping in 
nukes and no jumping ourselves out. Good thing we brought one bomb with 


BB) 


us. 


He looked back at IRISH, who’d drawn the unlucky task of hauling it 
around when Daar had plodded over with a sinister grin and literally 
dropped the damn thing in his lap. The weapon itself was contained within 
a stasis field so as not to give away the game to any nosy radiation sensors, 
but that did nothing to reduce its bulk or its frankly absurd mass; Costello 
could hardly budge it. Apparently, eighteen-point-seven gigatons of boom 
didn’t come in a small package. 


Their third Protector noticed the attention and gave Costello a cheery kind 
of upward nod. IRISH may have been the newest and “smallest” member of 


the Beef Bros but that didn’t slow him down one bit. He and TITAN— 
almost a Beef himself—had to work together to maneuver the massive 
charge through low-gravity, but IRISH bore it under gravity like a turtle 
bore its shell. 


On the plus side, if that thing went off while they were anywhere within a 
few hundred miles of it, they’d never feel it. 


“Meaning,” he said via the command channel for Daar’s ears only, “That if 
it all goes completely to hell, our mission’s already a success. We already 
got what we need right here.” 


“Yup, that was always in the cards. Sometimes you gotta play Ta’Shen with 
the worstest hand.” 


“Don’t mind admitting I’d rather be a long way away when that thing goes 
off, Great Father.” 


“Me too, I wanna die of a heart attack while fuckin’ a pile of Females! 
When I’m a hunnerd!” 


Costello snorted inside his mask; big and lecherous defined the Beef Bros, 
especially Daar. “Okay, so the plan’s unchanged. We just need to go 
through thinner walls, save our explosive charges. Stick to the routes we 
can cut open with fusion blades. We’ll HELLNO to dirtside...” 


“An observant enemy’s gonna notice that,” Daar noted. “Not that it’ll 
matter.” 


“T think it’s safe to say that our enemy knew which way we were going 
anyway.” Costello glanced around. The HEAT were doing what they always 
did anytime there was a lull in the gunplay: they were slamming down 
energy supplements while they hoofed it to their next objective. Daar and 
Costello were doing the same thing which was giving their conversation a 
strange mono-sentence, staccato feel to it. 


He took a pull of the energy drink his helmet was giving him. The way it 
behaved on his tongue suggested that a chemical factory had briefly been 


shown a picture of a cherry, but that made it the most palatable mix by far. 
The others were... violently flavorful. 


“Well, ‘Horse has me on this special ‘Juice’ o’ his,” Daar commented, then 
spoke again after a moment. “It really does taste like getting face-fucked by 
a lime. Dang.” 


“There aren’t many who’re ‘worthy’ of his brews, Great Father.” Costello 
caught his breath for the spare second while the men cleared an intersecting 
hallway. “Be proud. Direction, sir?” 


“Straight over. There’s another big void just beyond. This one we’ll maybe 
float through ‘cuz we’re above it and we’ve gotta save time. We’Il see when 
we get there.” 


Costello darted across the intersection at a sharp hand signal from Firth. 
“Got it.” 


One of the Whitecrest scouts reported in. “ABBOTT, ROCKET. Signs of 
civilian activity up here.” 


“What kinda signs?” 


“Trash, graffiti, makeshift beds. Audio sensors are picking up a lot of noise 
in the space above that structural void.” 


The Whitecrests easily had the best sensors on their suits. Costello called up 
the map and consulted it. There was an oval space about the size of a 
stadium directly above the structural void. Best-guess analysis had pegged 
it as some kind of goods yard or vehicle park. If it was actually one of the 
shanties from Garaaf’s report... 


Blasting through the floor to make another unpressurized shortcut would 
kill every single sapient being in that shanty, in seconds. 


“We reconnoitre an’ if it’s a bunch o’ meat-slaves, we go around,” Daar 
instructed. 


Costello suddenly hated himself for what he was obligated to point out. He 
raised his point over the command channel. “Respectfully sir, we’re gonna 
be killing them all today anyway.” 


Daar’s reply started out as just a menacing grumble of annoyance at first. “I 
know. My soul’s not gonna be able t’take murderin’ em just ‘cuz it ain’t 
gonna matter and it’ll save us a few minutes.” 


Faarek’s contribution was simple. “Wilco. Reconnoitring. ” 


Well... Daar was in charge. It was his call. And frankly, Costello agreed. 
Nuking all those poor bastards didn’t sit right anyway, but at least it would 
be clean and instantaneous. Suffocating after their homes were opened to 
vacuum was a very different thing indeed. 


...Fuck, he was going to need a long session with the chaplain after this 
one. 


They all were. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
HMS Sharman (HMNB Folctha), Cimbrean, The Far Reaches 


Lt.Col Owen “Stainless” Powell 
Powell was feeling useless. 


He was doing an important job. Nobody ever said otherwise, nobody 
thought otherwise as far as he could tell. It was his job to command the 
HEAT and JETS and he prided himself on being good at it. 


But for fook sake, generals had stormed the beaches at Normandy, Daar was 
storming the Ring alongside his Lads and here Powell was, safe and clean 
and comfortable in his fookin’ utility trousers with a cup of tea next to his 
hand and a comfortable HEAT-sized chair to plant his arse in. 


Somewhere out there on Earth, Rylee would be waiting to scramble if and 
when the opportunity came to deploy Firebirds. Up in orbit, the Fleet was 
on a hair-trigger to rush the Ring system and mop up the Hunters. The Lads, 
thousands of sailors and every pilot in the 946th were ready to put their 
lives on the line, not to mention the Stonebacks and Whitecrests. 


But it sure as hell didn’t feel like Owen Powell was part of the fight any 
longer. He felt like a clerk. And he certainly bloody felt like a fraud. 


And now that the wormhole carrier signal from the team had been lost, any 
chance he might have had to participate and prove his worth was gone. 
Given how abruptly it had cut out, the most likely explanation was a 
suppressor of some kind like the Farthrow generator on Gao. 


He should have been there. He should be suited up and kickin’ arse with the 
best of them, but God fookin’ damn him, Daar had said no. 


The big furry bastard had been contrite about it, but firm. And Powell was 
smart enough to know what that meant: It meant Daar wasn’t certain that 
any of them were coming back from this one. If they didn’t... well, 
humanity would still need the SOR. And it’d fall to Powell to rebuild it. 


Christ, he could still remember Arés as a child for fook sake. 


He sighed, drained his tea in one go—it was slightly too hot for that, but he 
was past caring—and stood up from his desk. He needed to move. He 
thought better when he was moving. And frankly, he needed to talk with 
somebody, too. 


The base had gone that eerie kind of tense quiet it did when the Lads were 
deployed. No booming laughter or shouted Motivation echoing across the 
grounds or through the walls. No sound of constant machining and 
mechanical work from the suit shop. The occasional Rate or other allied 
Enlisted man who stepped aside for him in the halls had a quiet, intense 
look that was probably identical to his own. 


If something big came up, there’d be action and noise again but now that 
the Array was silent and the mission was on, and especially without any 
kind of intel flowing back to them... well, there was nothing to do. 


Make a cup of tea, sit and wait, sit and worry. 


He found what he was looking for in the medical wing, which was easily 
the most lively part of the base right now. There was quite a knot of human 
activity in there: a couple of his Techs, Mears, Captain Galicki the 
Chaplain... and four of the five humans they’d recovered, plus nurses and 
doctors. 


The conscious survivors were all skinny, massively undernourished and 
wearing the distant, haunted expressions of people who’d seen far too 
much. Spears was African-American and looked like a wild man thanks to 
years of beard and hair growth that he’d never stood a hope of properly 
maintaining. Choi looked like he’d just finished shaving and showering and 
was wearing clean clothes, and frankly the petite redhead sitting up in bed 
chatting with Galicki looked almost healthy. 


That had to be Holly Chase, and if she’d had a shot of Crude then she was 
probably feeling amazing for the moment. One of the USAF techs, Miller, 
was brushing her hair. 


The man in the bed next to her was pretty obviously sedated, and being 
watched over by young Tisdale. Powell shared a nod of recognition with the 
young man, who stood up as he entered, only to reveal a huge bruise on his 
jaw. 


“Good afternoon, sir...” 


Christ, the lad looked so much like his sister. Even all those years on, it 
made him difficult to look at. Powell gave him a nod, and then directed it 
more generally around the room. “Good afternoon... Christ, Tisdale, who 
gave you that?” 


Tisdale indicated the sedated man. “He did, sir. He, uh...” 


“A little too much information, a little too early,” Mears said, and Tisdale 
nodded with a slightly chastened air. Mears took the opportunity to make 
introductions. “Gentlemen, Doctor Chase, this is our commanding officer 
Colonel Powell.” 


Spears and Chase had grips that belied their malnourishment, and Choi’s 
handshake was legitimately firm. 


“This has all been a lot to take in...” Spears said after the handshakes were 
done. He glanced at the sedated man. “...Too much for Ben.” 


“Tt’s too much for me,” Chase said. Of the three she looked closest to 
chipper, but that wasn’t saying much. “...one second I was in a warren on 
the Ring, and the next...” she waved a hand, then touched her stomach. “... 
Things have come a long way. I’m told it should be fully healed in an hour 
or two.” 


“Please, Colonel,” Choi said. “They won’t tell us about our friend... Ben 
said she’s dead.” 


“Tf she was, I’m sure they’d let you know,” Powell said. “I’ve found it’s 
best not to rush the doctors. Any road, I just got done talkin’ with Byron 
Group. They’re sendin’ one of their people over as we speak.” 


“Who?” Spears asked. 


“Xiu Chang. Nice lass. Pilot of EV-Eleven and the first person to set foot on 
Mars... and all of that’s after making such a good impression with the 
Gao.” 


Choi looked interested. “That’s a hell of a resumé.” 


“She’s had a hell of a ride,” Powell agreed. “There’|l be others too, I’m 
sure, but she’s closest by. I’d be surprised if Byron himself wasn’t over here 
before... long...” 


He turned at a knock on the door. One of the base MPs opened the door, 
making the already crowded room even more so. 


“Special consultant’s here for the doctors, sir,” he explained. 


Powell was about to echo the words ‘special consultant?’ in search of an 
explanation, but he didn’t need to. There was only one person on the whole 
planet who could mince into a room so extravagantly. 


Inwardly, his sentence started ‘oh, God...’ but externally he kept it civil. 
“'..Good afternoon, Nofl.” 


“Darling!” Nofl chirped happily, resulting in a bewildered stare from Choi, 
an arched eyebrow from Spears and a stifled giggle from Chase. Everybody 
else in the room was familiar with Nofl, though Powell was pretty sure he 
saw Miller wrestle a smirk off her face. 


To be fair, if he’d seen some of his old COs being called ‘darling’ by a 
flamboyant ET with a handbag, he’d have had trouble keeping a straight 
face too. 


“T take it our medics called you in to deal with one of our patients,” he 
observed. 


“Yes indeed!” Nofl flounced through the room, and the man could flounce 
with the best of them. Something about his huge grey head just added to the 
spectacle. “Though they really didn’t share the details... this way, yes?” 


“T’m sure you know it by now,” Powell grunted. He gave the MP escorting 
their guest a sympathetic nod and stood aside to make room. 


Conversation resumed only after he was gone. The three Dauntless 
survivors had watched him with the same wary fascination that people 
always did the first time they met Nofl. 


“_,.Is he for real?” Spears asked, once he was out of earshot. 


“To be perfectly bloody frank, I have no idea,” Powell confessed. “An’ I 
don’t know if it scares me more if that’s an act he puts on or if it’s not.” 


“Is... he here for Ray?” Chase asked. 


“Most likely. Nofl’s a fookin’ oddball, but there’s folks walkin’ around with 
all their limbs an’ eyeballs today who wouldn’t have ‘em but for him...” 


“So, he can—?” Chase lit up. 
“Maybe.” 


“T’ll take ‘maybe’,” Spears said. “‘Maybe’ is a hell of a lot better than 
’no’.” 

“T can find out more for you?” Powell offered. Their grateful expressions 
was all he needed, so he ducked further back into the medical center and 
quickly found what he was after. Nofl had been escorted into a room where 
the base’s two surgeons were standing around a holographic projector, 
examining a complex three-dimensional volumetric rendering of what had 
to be their patient. 


She looked about as dead as dead got as far as Powell was concerned. That 
was a big bit of metal stuck through her heart. 


“Sir,” Lieutenant Phillips acknowledged him as he entered. 


“Your patients outside are keen to know their friend’s diagnosis,” Powell 
explained. “I don’t know owt about it, so...” 


Phillips grimaced and rubbed his chin. He’d obviously come in on an 
emergency basis and wasn’t properly shaved, so the gesture made a rasping 
sound. “Rachel Wheeler, forty-six years old. Foreign body right through the 
cardiac muscle... and by ‘foreign body’ I mean a live fusion blade.” 


“Her heart’s been destroyed, then,” Powell said. He could see the scan, and 
the tip of the claw was tickling the poor woman’s spine, having nicked the 
lungs en route, too. 


Lieutenant Youhas nodded. “Ordinarily we’d call that a condition 
incompatible with life, but... well she was placed in stasis before brain- 
death.” 


“T take it that makes a difference?” 


“Technically she’s alive and on life support,” Youhas explained. “And 
we’re not going to remove that life support until we’re absolutely certain 
there’s no hope of saving her. Hence why we called in Nofl.” 


Nofl’s chirpy act had become more solemn. He had climbed up onto the 
table so as to be at the same height as all the humans, and made a vague 
tutting sound as he inspected the display. 


He caught Powell’s eye and affected a shrug. “Tricky,” he said. “Very 
tricky, with the tools we have available on Cimbrean. And then of course 
there’s the damage to the surrounding organs and blood vessels to 
consider... You have a tissue sample?” he checked, and looked satisfied 
when Youhas and Phillips nodded. “Then growing her a new heart is trivial, 
I can do that in my laboratory.” 


“Hang on, if we can grow her a heart right here then what’s the problem?” 
Powell asked. “We can do heart transplants, can’t we?” 


“Oh, you can,” Nofl agreed. “But how long would it take to hook your 
patient up to an artificial heart, Lieutenant?” he asked, addressing Phillips 


and Youhas equally. 


“_,..Too long,” Youhas answered for both of them. 


“Exactly. She would be thoroughly dead beyond all hope of resuscitation by 
the time a blood flow was reestablished. So the tricky part is that your 
people just don’t have the technology to stabilise the patient and perform 
the transplant quickly enough. ” 


“Our people don’t,” Phillips echoed. “The Corti do?” 


“Oh yes. Our most advanced hospitals have field-enhanced surgical suites 
that could literally take her apart, right down to separating out bones, organs 
and muscles if need be. It’s quite a sight, seeing a whole person 
disassembled and spread out in mid-air.” 


“That sounds... invasive.” Youhas’ objection seemed more professional 
than disgusted. “What could you possibly need to do something that 
extreme for?” 


“Injuries like this.” Nofl indicated the hologram. “Also, aggressive 
metastasized tumors that have spread throughout the whole body, autopsies, 
training on medical cadavers...” 


Powell cleared his throat and pushed the subject forward. He’d seen more 
than his share of gore, but there was something far too detached and clinical 
about that mental image. “So a Corti hospital could fix her.” 


Nofl didn’t even glance back at the scan, he just nodded. “Oh yes! 
Absolutely, darling. The human body responds remarkably well to staples 
and glue, for goodness’ sake. With the techniques available to the 
Directorate... why, she’ll barely notice she was injured!” 


Powell grunted and considered the hologram again. “...How much?” he 
asked. There was always a price tag, with Corti. 


“So cynical,” Nofl smirked, then faltered when Powell turned a trademark 
glare on him. “...Ah. Well... I can’t say. That would be a matter for the 


Directorate and the hospital faculty.” 


“Find out for us,” Powell said. 


“Tt... might be quite steep. The Directorate is in the middle of rather a large 


“Nofl, I just want to know what the fookin’ price tag is,” Powell interrupted 
him. “We can’t bloody well discuss payin’ it if we don’t know what it is.” 


Nofl sniffed. “...As you say, dear.” He turned to the surgeons. “I'll need a 
copy of the scan data.” 


“On the understanding that we take patient confidentiality seriously...” 
Phillips said. 


“Of course! If there’s a contract, I shall sign it,” Nofl promised. 
“T’ll go give her friends the news,” Powell said. 


He left the doctors and alien to sort out whatever legalities were involved, 
and headed back through to the infirmary. One nice thing about the 
Infirmary over the rest of Sharman was that it was built to handle big men 
on wide gumeys surrounded by medics. The rest of the base could be a little 
cramped and narrow at times, but here he had all the elbow room he could 
ask for. 


The Dauntless crew were still sitting quietly and being gently brought up to 
speed on the last decade of political, social and technological developments 
by Mears, Tisdale and Miller. Cook was still sedated, Spears and Choi were 
both looking exhausted but Chase was propped up on pillows and alert. She 
looked up as Powell entered. 


“Good news?” she asked. 


“.,.Aye, on balance. From what I gather, bein’ in a stasis bag she’s not 
technically dead so much as on a kind of life support. Bad news is, the kind 
of emergency surgery that could save her is just beyond us for now. The 
good news,” he added before she could say anything, “is that the Corti 
allegedly do have that kind of doctorin’. So we’re gonna see what their 
askin’ price is.” 


“Asking price?” Choi looked offended. 


“Corti aren’t human,” Powell reminded him. “Good news is, they’re usually 
bloody forthright about their fee, so I guess at this point we just keep her 
plugged in and... wait.” 


“.,. Thank you,” Spears said, and extended a hand. 


“Don’t thank me. I’m just the messenger.” Powell replied, though he shook 
hands anyway. “I’ll let you lot get some rest. Is there owt you need?” 


The question was addressed to Mears, who shook his head. “Nothing 
important,” he said. 


“Arright. You know how to contact me if you do.” 


Powell let himself out and shook himself off. The mental image of that 
hologram kept coming back at him. He kept imagining the person it 
represented, pulled apart and hanging in mid-air like a butchered pig in the 
abattoir. The thought of surgery like that honestly freaked him out a bit. 


He shook the thought from his mind, and went to find something else to do. 


Date Point: 15y6mid AV 
Monument Valley, Navajo Nation Reservation, Utah/Arizona border, 
USA, Earth 


Vemik Sky-Thinker 
Vemik had never imagined land could look like this. 


He was used to forests and open plains, so the first hand or two of days on 
Earth hadn’t been so different. The trees were odd shapes, many of them 
thin and skinny with whippy trunks and limbs that bent more with the wind 
than even the most pliant Forestfather. Then there had been the exact 
opposite, giants called “seek-woah-ya” that made a Ketta seem puny! The 
bark alone was thicker than his knife was long! 


Food was a problem: most Earth beasts were small and cunning. The 
biggest of the ones that they’d seen lived among those trees, were about the 
size of a root-bird and much less stupid. A man could eat every day and still 
starve on such meagre fare. 


Nearly everything Vemik had thought he’d known about living in the forest 
needed knowing anew. It had been humbling. Akyawentuo-home was 
strong, with its big beasts and its mighty trees and the firm embrace of its 
‘gravity.’ Earth was obviously stronger than Cimbrean that way, but next to 
home it was... less. 


Well. Except for the Seek-woah-ya. Those were strong trees, to Yan’s 
grudging admiration. 


So, Vemik had learned about a different kind of strength from Earth. If 
Akyawentuo-home was a Given-Man, then Earth was more like Vemik 
himself. Smaller, but more... the English word was ‘inventive.’ And a man 
who wanted to live there needed to be inventive too. He couldn’t just hunt 
something Werne-like, because there were no Werne-like beasts. Instead he 
had to dig for roots, brave the waters for “fish,” lay patient traps... And eat 
everything he could get his hands on. 


Squirrel was nice. The brains were nutty! 
But this—! 

There was so much sky! 

There was so much heat! 


The landscape was stranger than strange. The plants were tiny, tough things 
that almost hid from the sun and from each other, so that there was more 
dusty red soil to look at than greenery. And the ground was nailed to the sky 
not by trees, but by great girthy wind-carved rocks that danced in the distant 
hot air. 


Compared to a forest, it was a dead place. But in truth it was anything but: 
there was life everywhere. Huge birds winged in slow loops without ever 
seeming to tire or land. Every rock was home to a little slithering skittery 
thing with tough dry skin, or a frantic running furry thing with huge ears. 


And then there were the beasts Vemik could hear but not see. 


“There it is again!” he held up a hand. Jooyun nodded this time: it looked 
like he was quite familiar with the barking and the high, thin howl it 
became. 


“Coyote,” he said. “A predator.” 


Yan raised his head. He was really suffering in the heat, and was sitting in 
the back of their “Pick Up” with a cloth over him. Vemik could see the 
appeal—the sun here was large, and hot and yellow. 


“Dangerous?” 
“Not to us.” 


“You’ve said that about every predator so far,” Yan grumbled. “Isn’t there 
one on this Earth of yours that humans fear?” 


Jooyun nodded. “Sure there are, you’! meet some later on...actually, funny 
story.” He chuckled. “There’s one... we call it ‘bear,’ which sorta means 
‘the brown one.’ Guess some things are the same everywhere, huh?” 


Yan shuddered and looked to the sky. “You have Brown Ones too?” 


“Yours are a lot bigger. And nastier. But trust me, we wouldn’t want to 
tangle with a bear.” 


“We have guns!” Vemik said. He’d seen Human guns tear apart the Big 
Enemy’s weapons, surely there was nothing living that could stand against 
them? But Jooyun shook his head. 


“Lotta times, shooting a bear just makes it angry...” he explained, then 
perked up as the wind carried a kind of crunching, dusty growling sound 
toward them. “...I think our guide’s here.” 


Vemik, reeling from the notion that an animal could be shot and only get 
annoyed, turned to see where he was looking. Another “pick up” was 
kicking up a long tail of dust as it bounced down a long path that was barely 
worthy of the word to meet them. 


There were two guides, in fact. A Human man and woman, both of whom 
bounced out of the truck grinning broadly and ready to shake hands. 


“Are we late, or are you guys early?” the man asked. Humans could be very 
funny about saying hello sometimes. 


“We’re early. Figured I’d give the cavemonkeys a chance to enjoy the view 
while it was still kinda cool,” Jooyun explained. “Yan Given-Man, Vemik 
Sky-Thinker, these are Mikey and Raven, our guides.” 


“You met already?” Yan groaned as he heaved himself out of the truck. He 
hated hot days. “When?” 


“Never in person. We’ve sent messages.” Jooyun explained. “But it turns 
out Raven’s like... what are you, my third cousin?” 


“Third or fourth, with maybe a removed or two thrown in there somewhere, 
yeah,” Raven nodded. She had a wide, happy smile that started in her eyes 
and made them sparkle: Vemik decided he liked her. 


“Means what?” Vemik asked. 


“We had the same... great-great grandmother?” he asked Raven, who 
shrugged. 


“Think she was my great-great-great, but whatever. So long as it’s good for 
a selfie, yeah?” 


Jooyun chuckled. “Yeah, okay. So, I gotta admit, I know basically nothing 
about desert survival myself. Hopefully that means I’m gonna learn a few 
things this week.” 


“Should be fun,” Mikey agreed. “We’d better begin before it starts to get 
hot.” 


Yan made a choking noise. “...This is not hot to you?” 


“The sun’s only been up for an hour,” Mikey said in a light tone of voice, as 
though the battering heat that weighed on Vemik’s shoulders like a rock was 
just a pleasant cool morning. 


“We’ ll be freezing our tails off tonight,” Jooyun promised. He heaved a bag 
out of the truck bed and onto his shoulders with an easy shrug. 


“Both in one day?” Yan looked up. “...No trees.” 


“Exactly. Nothing to keep the warm air near the ground. Nothing but 
burning sun all day, and cold starlight all night.” Raven produced her own 
pack from the guides’ truck and put it on. “The animals out here know how 
to deal with that: they like to live under stuff. So, that’s where today’s 
lesson begins.” 


Vemik and Yan traded a look that they’d traded many times over the last 
few hands of days. It said something like: ‘...and we thought this would be 
easy.’ 


Vemik had said as much to Jooyun, once, who’d immediately lavished a 
mischievous sideways grin across his face. “Easy, huh?” he’d asked. “What 
kind of pushovers do you fellas take us for?” 


He caught it this time, too. “It’s fine, big guy,” he told Yan. “Just go to your 
happy place. Think of Amanda.” 


It was always fun seeing how fast Yan really was when he was motivated. 
Jooyun was getting wise to his tricks, but that didn’t mean he could actually 
do anything about them... a lesson Vemik had learned all too well. 


“Funny.” Yan grumbled indulgently, once the blur of motion was over. “A- 
man-da not strong enough for real man, anyway!” 


Mikey paused in putting on his own pack. “...Dare I ask?” 


Jooyun was chuckling as he picked himself up, having landed in the dirt 
several tail-lengths away. That had been a gentle, playful shove by Yan 
standards. “My kinda-sorta mother-in-law.” 


Somehow, this seemed to answer every question both Mikey and Raven 
had. They glanced at each other, shrugged, and finished getting ready. 


“Okay!” Raven said, once everyone was carrying all their stuff. “Ready?” 


Vemik shook himself and took a good look at the red, baked land around 
them. “...At least I learn things,” he said stoically. 


“That’s the spirit!” Jooyun gave him a firm smack on the shoulder to 
encourage him, and then grinned. “Come on.” 


The guides led, Vemik followed, and the day unfolded. 


The heat only got worse. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Ring, Hell System, Hunter Space 


Fiin, Champion of Clan Stoneback 


There was indeed a shanty perched atop their route through the Ring, and 
the Great Father’s sense of honor had reared its head as a result. Even 
though they were about to kill all these people, he wasn’t willing to kill 
them right this second. 


Fiin agreed. But the thought that kept coming back to him like a wad of 
meat stuck in his back teeth was that he didn’t know why he agreed. After 
all, it fundamentally didn’t matter... did it? 


Daar seemed to think it did, and Daar was in charge. Fiin, meanwhile, had 
learned the hard way that some questions were not for the battlefield. 


As Champion, he was on the command channel alongside Daar, Costello 
and Regaari. So far, he’d kept his contributions terse and simple. He’d share 
his thoughts if they were asked for. He’d share them good and hard later, 
with Champions Gyotin and Genshi. But here and now, he might be 
Champion but he was following the Great Father. 


“Okay. Options.” 
“Enter that structural void via another nearby route,” Fiin offered. 


“Head turnwise-by-down, use another void about half a klick away.” 
Costello suggested. 


“T see those as the only viable options, other than sticking to the original 
plan.” Regaari finished. 


“T already vetoed that, DEXTER.” 


“Yes, sir.” Regaari packed a lot of different meanings into those two brisk 
syllables, though none were insubordinate. 


“CHAMPION has the best solution, I think,” Costello said. 


“Agreed.” Daar turned his head Fiin’s way. “You got a preferred option, 
Brother?” 


Fiin called up the map. There was a balancing act to perform here: that void 
was going to gulp up air from the surrounding compartments, just like the 
first one they’d entered. The whole point of not going in through what they 
now knew to be the shanty was not to suffocate the slaves living there, so 
they would need to breach it somewhere close enough for expediency, but 
far enough away that the shanty wouldn’t get vented if somebody opened 
the wrong door. 


And they had to choose quick, before the Hunters seized on their moment 
of stillness as an opportunity. Movement was life: if they got stuck in one 
place, they’d be besieged and most likely never break free. 


“_,. Straight down,” he said. “Three levels, cut through into that pipe-lookin’ 
thing.” 


The Ring was a three-dimensional maze. Every level of it was packed with 
stuff that gave no consideration to Gaoian (or Human) comforts or logic 
like where people were supposed to live and walk. It was like the whole 
thing was purely industrial: They hadn’t seen a single living quarter yet, not 
one precinct or arcade. 


Then again, how sparse were those things down on a planet? Most of a 
civilized territory by area was farmland, after all, and much more still was 
unused wilderness. Cities might seem sprawling and huge, but really they 
were just dense and complicated. 


The Ring was huge enough to definitely have the equivalent of cities 
somewhere in its structure. But probably they were out in the equivalent of 
the back-country. It would sure explain why so much of what surrounded 
them was structural voids: there was nothing living in the area to use the 
space, So it was kept empty. 


None of them had any idea what that pipe was or what it did, but Daar 
seemed satisfied with Fiin’s suggestion regardless. If it had pressure doors, 
then they’d be able to safely blast into vacuum without massacring the 
shanty. “Make it happen.” 


It took only a couple of clear instructions to pull the Defenders back to the 
middle of the formation, where they set about tearing up the floor. The 
Great Father pitched in alongside them, clawing a grav-plate straight out of 
the deck and tossing it aside like it was easy. 


Fiin would have liked to join him, but he was distracted when HIGHLAND 
turned and gave him an urgent gesture. He indicated a nearby door the 
moment Fiin had joined him. 


“Noise,” he said. 
“Slaves?” Fiin asked 
“Prob’ ly.” 


Sure enough, the door’s huge low-tech seal twisted, squealed and it swung 
aside, admitting the sound of interrogative chatter from the far side. 


A pair of enormous Locayl peered through. Their curiosity turned to rigid 
shock and fright the second they discovered an armed strike force of 
deathworlders aiming rifles at them. 


Murray spoke in a soft, almost amiable tone that sent an intimidated shiver 
down Fiin’s spine, let alone the Locayls’. 


“Away an’ forget about us now, lads,” he advised. “Best thing for ye.” 
The pair fled. 


“ ,.One’a these days ‘yer gonna hafta teach me how you do that, bruh,” 
BASEBALL commented. Murray just shrugged. 


Fiin snarled slightly and stalked forward to the door. He closed it, sealed it, 
then broke out the welding tool he carried for exactly these situations. It 


took only a few seconds for him to permanently close it: he doubted even 
WARHORSE could have smashed it open from the other side without 
explosives. 


Behind him, the floor gave way and the Defenders dropped down through 
it, declaring seconds later that the section they’d just entered was clear. The 
Protectors were second through it, followed by the Whitecrests, First Fang, 
and finally the Aggressors. 


The second floor was just as easily negotiated as the first. 


The third dropped them into a group of extremely surprised Hunters, which 
reacted with commendable swiftness considering the way the ceiling fell in 
on them and disgorged a handful of brutally effective elite combat 
engineers. 


Fiin had to admit: he enjoyed killing Hunters. There was something truly 
satisfying about taking the most feared and loathed creatures in the galaxy 
and breaking them. And it had become so easy to do; he was fast, he was 
strong, he had the skills and the will to action. 


The most bestest was when his prey recognized what was happening, and 
flashed a moment of fear. He could see it even in a Hunter’s black, dead 
eyes: The moment they knew that they were beaten and that there was 
absolutely nothing they could do to change their fate. 


Fyu’s nuts but it made him feel alive! 


It ended all too quickly. The Hunters were a small group, maybe a scouting 
party or maybe... who knew. But they lasted mere seconds and their best 
shot wasn’t remotely good enough. 


MOHO finished the last one off with a crushing blow to the head that left it 
staggering and half-dead, before dispatching it with a point-blank burst of 
fire to the torso. He left left it crumpled on the deck, but Fiin could see his 
eyes behind the visor: he felt it too. 


Daar hopped down the hole an instant later and surveyed the carnage 
silently before turning to their target. 


“_,.What’s in that pipe?” he asked, referring to the huge tube running 
alongside them, easily big enough even for a Hunter to stand up straight in. 
Humans and Gao, being much smaller, would have no trouble at all fitting 
inside. 


TITAN sprang over to it and pressed a sensor against its surface. “... Water,” 
he said, after a second. “A fuck of a lotta water.” 


“You can work with that, right?” Daar asked. 


“Hell yes, sir,” TITAN had a grin in his voice as he gestured to SNAPFIRE. 
Fiin made room as the rest of the force came down to join them. 


SNAPFIRE was already prepping a charge. “Water hammer?” he asked. 
“Yup.” 

“Awesome.” 

“Yup.” 


Everybody knew what that tone of voice meant: the whole strike force 
backed away from them, to a safe distance. Fiin couldn’t blame them: 
Water, being incompressible, behaved in some very interesting ways when 
combined with high explosives. 


Such as, for example, becoming a lethal cutting jet that blew right through 
the pipe on detonation and tore out the other side. Rather than flooding 
them, Sikes and Akiyama had instead created a relatively small hole on 
their side, and a fuckin’ huge one on the far side. 


The decompression did the rest, tearing the pipe open and spilling the water 
out into vacuum, where it promptly became a fog, and then a cloud of ice 
crystals as the gas pressure plummeted and took the temperature with it. 


It was pretty fuckin’ beautiful, actually. Silence fell again as the air went 
away, and Fiin reflected that he’d spent most of this mission so far with 
nothing to listen to except the sound of his own breathing, and the 
occasional muffled thud and bump through his suit whenever he touched 
something. 


“This one should get us within two klicks of that hangar on the surface,” 
Costello observed, as the HEAT stepped out into the space beyond and 
resumed maneuvering on their suit thrusters. Their helmet lights cut eerie 
beams through the great cloud of snow they’d made. 

Fiin used the command channel to privately share a concern that had been 
building in the back of his mind for a while. “Anyone else think the 
resistance has been pretty light so far?” 

“Yeah.” Daar agreed. “Means they’re waiting ‘fer us, most likely.” 


“Right.” Costello stepped out into the void, and Fiin followed him. 


Whatever came, would come. There was no sense worrying about it. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
HMS Sharman (HMNB Folctha), Cimbrean, The Far Reaches 


Jamie Choi 


Maybe Jamie was just starved for human contact, but their next visitor 
was... stunning. Despite the old split eyebrow she could have been a movie 
star, no question, and she moved like... 


He remembered not to stare, though it took an effort when she thanked the 
MP who escorted her in by flashing a warm smile. 


Damian sat up a little in his bed and blinked: he’d nearly nodded off there. 
“Uh... hi? ’'m guessing you’re miss Chang?” 


“That’s me.” She smiled and shook his hand, then Holly’s, and finally 
Jamie’s. Her hands were surprisingly tough and hard: they looked a lot 
softer than they were. “You guys raised quite a fuss when we heard you 
were back... Moses is on his way, but he won’t be here until this evening. 
In the meantime, you’ve got me. Sorry.” 


“T think we’|l cope,” Jamie ventured with a chuckle. “Y’know, the CO here 
had some crazy things to say about you...” 


She made a complicated gesture and sat down in one of the visitor’s chairs. 
“T’m sure. But I’m here for you guys... There’s four of you?” she asked, 
looking at Cook. 


“Sort of. Ray... that’s Doctor Wheeler, Rachel. She’s, uh...” Jamie trailed 
off, not quite knowing how to finish the sentence. Holly looked like she was 
about to start crying again. 


“_,.We’re not sure she’s going to make it,” Damian finished. He sounded 
numb, not that Jamie could blame him. 


Chang bowed her head a little. “...I take it Doctor Berry-Brown and Mister 
Conley didn’t make it.” They shook their heads, and she sighed. “...I’m 


Sorry.” 
“You flew a ship. You know what crew’s like...” Damian said. 


“Well.. my crew was a little different to yours,” she said, “...But yeah. If 
we'd lost... I’d be devastated. I know it’s a dumb question, but are you 
guys okay?” 


“T got shot!” Holly told her. She seemed weirdly proud of it. “Right in 
the...” she prodded at her bandage then frowned at it. “...It doesn’t even 
hurt anymore though. They gave me something called, uh... Cruiser?” 


“Cruezzir. It’s imported alien medicine. You’ll be all healed up by the time 
Moses gets here, probably.” 


“Good stuff!” Jamie exclaimed, then glanced at Cook. “...Guess it doesn’t 
work so great on some things though, huh?” 


“Not so much...” Chang stood up and checked on Cook for herself. “... 
They told me he’s sedated.” 


“He... didn’t take things well,” Damian explained. “Cracked that guy Jack 
right in the jaw... Kid can take a punch, I’ ll give him that.” 


“_,.It’s a jolt, coming back,” Chang said. “How much did they tell you?” 


Jamie answered for all three of them. “There was a lot. Something about 
how the motherfuckers who bombed San Diego are an alien conspiracy to 
make us all extinct, and... Well, I guess Cook... I don’t even know. He 
just... snapped.” 


“Is he gonna be okay?” Holly asked. 


“If I know Moses Byron, he’!1 do absolutely everything in his power for 
him. For all of you,” Chang predicted. 


Jamie and Damian both stared at her for a second, then looked to each 
other, then at Holly. 


“_..If that’s so, then he’s a changed man,” Damian said at last. “Compared 
to the guy who threw us out into space in a cheap ship we barely understood 
with no map.” 


“He is.” 
“.,.. You sound like you really believe that.” 


Chang chewed on her lower lip for a second, then did something Jamie 
really couldn’t have foreseen: she shrugged off her jacket, dropped it neatly 
over the back of a chair, and then rolled up her sleeve. 


Her arm was a fractal tapestry of awful scars. Those weren’t self-harm scars 
or anything; that was an arm that had once suffered a grievous injury. 


“_..P?ve been through a lot,” she said after letting them stare at it for a few 
seconds. “I was a Corti abductee, I nearly got eaten by Hunters—that’s 
where I got these—I had to watch somebody very dear to me sacrifice 
herself to save my life...” 


Her voice caught a little on the word ‘sacrifice,’ and it took her a moment 
to rally. She pointed out another scar on her neck. “...I had a knife held to 
my throat so hard that it cut, and I nearly got spaced. Have you ever tried to 
breathe hard vacuum?” 


Transfixed, Jamie just shook his head. She gave him a complicated look he 
couldn’t really understand: there was a bit of optimism in there, a little 
trauma, and a large dose of resilience. Above all, it said ‘I have.’ 


“When I got back to Earth... I wasn’t whole,” she continued. “I didn’t have 
a purpose, or a life really. I just had my loved ones. And I thought maybe 
that would have been enough.... but they knew better. They knew we 
needed to have a purpose. Moses Byron gave us that purpose. He gave us a 
brand-new ship, made by human hands with human technology. We called 
her Misfit and I was her pilot, and together we went to amazing places, saw 
amazing things, met amazing people...” 


She rolled her sleeve back down. “...I truly believe he’s a changed man,” 
she finished. “I think he’s carrying a lot of guilt over what happened to 
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you. 


“As he should,” Damian grumbled, but it sounded like his heart wasn’t in it. 
Jamie could sympathize—the last person he’d heard speak with such 
conviction had been Ray. 


Chang shrugged her jacket on. “He’Il be here in a few hours,” she said. “If 
that’s a conversation you want to have with him... well, go for it, I say. I’ll 
tell him what’s going on with you guys and keep the press off your backs 
until then... But I need to know what happened to you. Starting from the 
top.” 


“Tt’s... [don’t know if I’m ready to...” Damian began. Jamie nodded 
fervently, while Holly just lowered her gaze to stare at her toes. 


Chang nodded soothingly. “I understand,” she said earnestly. “And if there’s 
anything you can’t say yet, that’s fine. I’ll hear whatever you say, no 
judgement, no pressure, no questions.” 


She settled in her chair, crossed one knee over the other, and waited. There 
was a moment of silence where the only sound was the distant conversation 
of doctors elsewhere in the medical wing, and then Jamie found himself 
speaking without ever consciously deciding to. 


“_,.We didn’t have a map,” he began. “No infrastructure, nothing. There 
was a paid contact out at... Where was it, Irbzrk?” 


Damian nodded. “Yeah. Irbzrk. Some guy Moses hired to set up a jump 
beacon for us. Hell, the ship was mostly made from Irbzrk parts, so I guess 
he got everything at the same place. So we jumped out there, picked a 
direction and went with it. Guess nobody bothered to tell us Irbzrk is pretty 
fuckin’ close to Hunter space...” 


“Or that all the best temperate planets in that volume are in Hunter 
space...” Holly added. 


“So, our exoplanet ‘scope pings a half-dozen interesting worlds in that 
direction and, well... I guess that’s where it begins,” Damian finished. “We 
flew in there and we found... well, we found...” 


Chang didn’t speak. She just listened politely, until the right word dragged 
itself out of Jamie’s mouth. 


“Hell,” he said. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Ring, Hell System, Hunter Space 


Brother Daar (“Tigger”) of Stoneback, Great Father of the Gao 
“Huh. Guess some things’re the same everywhere.” 


They were gettin’ back into important territory: Daar could tell from the 
emergency forcefields that snapped up when they breached through from 
the structural void and kept the air in. The Hunters hadn’t seemed to give a 
stinky fur-mattin’ shit ‘fer damage control near the slave shanty, but now 
that they were comin’ out to somewhere with actual strategic value again... 


They’d entered a rail yard. No mistakin’ it, rail trains were the same all over 
the galaxy. Sure, folks sometimes got fancy with air-cushion, maglev or 
forcefield crap but when it came ‘ta movin’ lotsa heavy shit a long way 
overland, nobody’d ever come up with nothin’ that beat parallel metal rails. 


Sure, the gauge changed, an’ from the looks of things the Hunters used a 
dual-gauge system that could handle two different sizes of locomotive an’ 
car, but switches, sidings an’ junctions worked the same everywhere. 


This one was full of freight cars and a couple of the bigger-gauge 
locomotives, most parked under a drone gantries ready to take loads of the 
scrap metal coming from the ship-breaking station in the next section. That 
was their objective: The Ring’s hull was thick, they didn’t have anything 
like enough charges or firepower to blast a hole in it, so they needed to get 
out through an existing hole. The nearest one to their ingress was a scrapper 
array, apparently an automated station that tore captured ships apart for 
recycling into Hunter swarm craft. 


As they emerged into the rail yard, however, Daar found his hackles 
wanting to rise. It was dense, crowded territory. Lots of cover, lots of choke 


points. If he were to lay an ambush, he’d do it here. 


The Hunters didn’t disappoint. 


This brood had cloaking devices, and were lurking atop the rail cars, 
between them, maybe even hanging invisibly from the ceiling... waiting. If 
their ambush had unfolded as intended it might even have been bad for Clan 
SOR. 


Instead, Regaari literally bumped into one. 


He’d taken the ceiling route himself, trusting his armor’s adaptive 
camouflage to keep him hidden in the shadows. Daar flinched as there was 
an alarmed yip and then two flickering, barely-visible shadows dropped 
from the ceiling to crash onto the rails in a flailing, tumbling, snarling ball. 


There was a hum, a flash of orange-yellow light, and the Hunter’s cloak 
failed as Regaari dragged his fusion claws right up its spine. He was framed 
in the light atop its corpse for a second before dissolving back into the 
shadows. 


“They’re cloaked!” 
“Smoke out!” 


With their ambush spotted, the Hunters opened fire. Their fusion weapons 
would have been deadly in a melee, but at range their weapons weren’t 
equal to the EV-MASS or First Fang’s hardsuits. 


The Brothers got into cover anyway: Armor was the last line of defence, not 
something to rely on. Their return fire rippled and cracked in the smoke, 
aimed at wherever they thought a Hunter might be. 


Confusion descended. The smoke concealed them and their movements, but 
the cloaked Hunters were just as veiled. It was difficult to tell how much of 
the fight involved shooting at ghosts, but Daar could tell the Hunters were 
firing blind too. Firepower cracked and whined as it spat off the trains and 
rails around him. 


Too late, he realized it was all a distraction. 


Faarek spotted it first. “Hostile Jump Array, under construction! Far end!” 


Fiin was on it in an instant, and barked an order for First Fang’s benefit. 
“Round and pounce, badpaw.” 


“Cubs distract Mother,” Regaari added. The Whitecrests shifted their 
pattern of hit-and-fade ambushes and “exposed” themselves, inviting the 
Hunters to focus their way. Torn between their misdirection and the 
relentless knot of Humans in the middle of the formation, the Hunters 
completely lost track of the Stonebacks, who charged off around on the left 
flank hoping to outflank them and strike at the array in the back of the rail 
yard before anything could come through. 


They weren’t quick enough. There was the characteristic thump of the 
Array firing, followed instantly by a hail of withering firepower that the 
Brothers aborted their charge rather than be cut down by. Something up 
there had an absolute hellstormer of a gun. 


“They jumped something in!” 


Daar finished tearing a Hunter’s throat out and turned just in time to see the 
new arrival make its big entrance. 


It was as huge as one’a the Hierarchy’s Abrogators, a Hunter the size of a 
tank or a house, and the fucker smashed right through a train with a 
backhand swat that crushed a freight car, broke the linkages and toppled it 
to the deck. Men hurled themselves to safety as a spread of nervejam 
grenades clattered around them, and Daar ducked his head down as a 
blizzard of huge, heavy bullets made a fuckin’ mess of one of the 
locomotives. 


And behind this new foe, the Hunter jump array thumped again. 
Time to really go to work. 
“HEAT! Get the Big’n! Brothers! The small ones!” 


Combat was Chaos, in its rawest and most bloodiest form. Victory didn’t 
automatically go to the bigger side, the stronger side or the sharpest-clawed 


side. It went to the side that could out-think, out-maneuver, and out-pace its 
foe. 


In this regard, Humans and Gaoians were alike in being far superior to the 
Hunters. Daar had only to broadcast the plan and the teams reacted 
accordingly. There was no need for orders, discussion, deliberation or 
anything, they just knew. The HEAT redeployed, flowed smoothly from one 
footing to another and brought their unique brand of violence to bear, 
spurring the monster into focusing on them. 


The Gaoians knew each other’s strengths intimately from over a year of 
intense inter-Clan training, and brought them together like jaws. First, the 
Brothers of First Fang would present an obvious danger that the Hunters 
kept at a sensible distance. In so doing, they would blunder into the 
Whitecrests and their endlessly useful gizmos, which slowed them down, 
brought them to a stop and blinded them. 


Then together, the two would slaughter their foes. 


Daar left Fiin and Regaari to handle that side of the fight. His own talents 
were better used on the big one. 


It was fast, agile and layered in all sortsa weapons. A tank, yeah. A tank 
that had the speed and wits to keep its ass covered and didn’t expose itself 
stupidly. This one was fuckin’ smart. 


MOHO had one’a them latest-gen Javelin anti-tank rounds folded up nice 
and small on his back. Perfect for takin’ it down, if it weren’t shielded an’ if 
he could get a clean shot on it. Alternatively, they had shaped explosive 
charges which Titan an’ Snapfire were doin’ their best to deploy. The big 
fucker weren’t gonna be so easy to lure over those traps, but at least they 
were a way to limit its movement, guard their flanks. 


Daar, however, had one trick up his sleeve that the Humans didn’t. A little 
gift from Genshi, the prototype blueprints of which had been rescued from a 
bank vault right in the opening days of the War. One of Whitecrest’s finest 
and newest toys. 


He picked his moment carefully, waited until the giant Hunter couldn’t see 
him, then led STARFALL and KIWI up one side in the cover of a so-far 
undamaged train. His suit was tryin’ to tell him where the monster was via 
sensor contact, but he didn’t need that—It was makin’ a fuck of a lotta 
noise as it crashed around and laid down a withering rain o’ bullets. So far, 
things were lookin’ like a stalemate: It didn’t dare engage the HEAT, an’ 
they couldn’t catch it. 


Pounce was Daar’s very most favoritest game. 


His moment came when the big’n jinked toward him. He went one way, 
gestured for the two Humans to go another. They got its attention with a 
burst of accurate fire that rippled and flashed harmlessly off its shield while 
Daar sprinted four-pawed across the open ground behind it and left his toy 
on the deck behind him, armed and waiting. 


Shit that gun was nasty. KIWI staggered back into cover as a round 
crunched into his midsuit armor, and fell heavily on his ass. Sensing an 
opening the monster advanced, thirsty for blood. 


It was thwarted by the Beef Trio. ‘Horse and ‘Base both used the heavy 
version of the GR-1d, with the amped-up heavy coils and the dense 
penetrator rounds, while Righteous preferred the agile short-barreled 
configuration with the rapid-charge coils that could spit bullets like a 
firehose. 


In the face of an onslaught like that, the Hunter-tank sensibly fell back and 
Daar grinned inside his helmet as its retreat carried it right over the Shield 
Disruptor he’d just dropped. 


There was a blue-bright flash, a crackle, and every shield emitter on the 
tank’s body was instantly fried. It turned, sprayed more bullets in search of 
whichever target had done that to it, and as it did Blaczynski took his shot. 


His preferred GR-1d was a marksman variant. Long-barrelled, powerful, 
and lethally precise. There was a bursting, smashing sound and the 
nervejam grenade launcher on the enemy’s right arm fuckin’ exploded. 


Thwarted and wounded, it sprayed them with a parting burst of firepower to 
force their heads down, and vanished among the trains. 


“Base and ‘Horse immediately piled onto KIWI, checking he was alright, 
but he waved them off as he tried to stand up. 


““M? alright... Jus’ winded...” 


‘Base didn’t bother arguing with him, wrapped an arm around KIWI’s gut 
and stood up with several hundred pounds of Operator plus his gear flung 
effortlessly over his shoulder. “Nuh-uh. Quick check and some Crude. Just 
take a minute.” He jogged off toward relative safety; two men out of the 
fight for the moment. 


There was another thump. That Array was still up, an’ it needed to come 
down yesterday before another one’a those tanks came through. 


Daar turned in that direction and shouldered his gun. “Push!” 


There was still a lot of work to do. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
HMS Sharman (HMNB Folctha), Cimbrean, The Far Reaches 


Air Engineering Technician Jack “TWO-SEVENTY” Tisdale 
“Y’ know, I’m actually kinda impressed. You took that hit like a champ.” 


“Mm.” Jack massaged his jaw again and refrained from commenting on the 
lingering taste of blood or his worry that one of his molars might be kinda 
loose now. He’d come to see Cook as a skinny, malnourished, weakened 
ghost of a man, but manic energy had lent his fist some serious force. 


The fact that he’d just borne the blow with a grunt and wrestled the flailing 
explorer back down onto his bed until somebody sedated him had definitely 
won him some more points in Miller’s book, he could tell. 


Mears had told them to go get some rest of their own when Spears and Choi 
had both gone to sleep. Chase was still awake and almost bouncing thanks 
to a shot of Crude, but she’d come down off that high pretty bloody hard in 
an hour or two. In the interim... 


They’d wandered back through into the suit workshop. It was deserted now: 
the other techs had all sorted out their charges’ gear, straightened out their 
stations, stowed their tools and replenished their material supplies, cleaned 
up, and gone to wait on standby mode for their Operators to return. 


MOHO’s station was a little island of disarray in the middle of all that 
orderliness. Probably only suit techs would have spotted the difference, but 
to their practiced eye it stood out like Firth wearing one of his eye-gouging 
aloha shirts to a funeral. 


They set to work on cleaning it up. 


“... You’re not actually hurt, right?” Miller checked. “‘Cuz if your jaw’s 
broke or whatever...” 


“No, it’s fine,’ Jack promised. “Come on, I take heavier hits than that every 
time Adam hugs me.” 


“Heh...” she chuckled and set about sorting their assorted midsuit probes 
back into their holding rack. “...You’ve been quiet though. More than 
usual, I mean. Anything you wanna talk about?” 


Jack shrugged, and grabbed the cleaning cloths so he could buff some 
spilled lubricant off the bench. “Not sure where I’d start. I’m okay, I just... 
Never mind. I’m okay though, I promise.” 


“Good.” She gave him a smile. It looked a little strained. 
“.,.Are you okay?” Jack asked. 


“T just...” she paused, then put the last probe away and turned around. 
“They ate people, Jack. Threw them under the bus to get outta there. 
That’s...” 


“.. Yeah.” 


“_..That’s all you have to say? ‘Yeah’?” Miller grabbed the hand sanitizer 
and thoroughly rubbed it into her palms and fingers. “Jesus, I was brushing 
that chick’s hair...” 


Jack finished cleaning up the solvent and dropped the used cloth into the 
bin on the station’s side, before ducking into the cabinet to fetch some new 
ones. “I know.” 


“Jack, sweetie, stop being cagey and...” she paused and gave him a slow 
look. “...It doesn’t bother you so much, does it?” 


Jack sighed and stopped working. “All living things have to eat,” he pointed 
out. “That’s, er... it’s not negotiable. And it’s not like it’s unaddressed. 
Have you ever heard of the ‘Custom of the Sea?’” 


“That some Navy thing?” 


“T don’t know of it ever happening in the Royal Navy, but there was an 
American whaling ship back in the nineteenth century called the Essex. A 
whale sank it, and the crew, er... drew lots to see who had to take one for 
the team. That’s the custom: a few die so the rest can live.” 


“_,.That doesn’t change the fact that it’s murder.” 


“No, it doesn’t.” After a moment he added, “What we do doesn’t change 
that we’re accessory to murder, either. You and me.” 


“We’re... what, now?” 
“Have you seen what Firth does? Or Murray? Tell me that isn’t murder.” 


“That’s war.” She looked away and found something small to tinker with. 
*Tt’s not the same thing.” 


“True, it’s not. It’s legal murder, that’s the difference. But it’s murder 
nonetheless. I mean, bloody hell! It meets all the definitions! It’s 
premeditated... there’s malice aforethought, even!” 


“_,..And then there’s that bomb they took with them,” she said quietly after 
a few seconds. 


“... Yeah.” 
“A lotta people on that Ring.” 
“Yeah.” 


Miller’s thumb nervously smoothed out an imaginary wrinkle in her pants. 
She wasn’t looking at him. “...That’s a lotta people they’re gonna kill,” she 
pointed out. “A lotta murder we’re accessory to.” 


“That’s the thing. Sometimes, murder is necessary.” 


Her head finally snapped up and she looked at him again. “... How can you 
say that of all people?!” She asked. “I mean... your sister...” 


“I’m aware,” Jack sighed. “And you know what? She’d just have been the 
first if we hadn’t murdered those bastards right back. And here we are 

again, doing what we do because if we don’t then those soulless fucks will 
keep on murdering and murdering and murdering until the end of fucking 


time. We just call it killing instead of murder because we want to draw a 
distinction, but I don’t think that’s honest. Call a spade a spade, you know?” 


“And then what? They murder us back to defend their lives? Is that all this 
is, an endless cycle of folks murdering folks?” She sighed and stopped “... 
You’re right. I know you’re right. I fucking signed up for this. I just... it 
slapped me in the face today.” 


“« .. Tea?” 


She stared at him stupidly for a second and then a snort-laugh exploded out 
of her. “...Shit, you’re British sometimes.” 


“And cute!” He joked. “That wasn’t a no, though.” 
“Fine, fine. I’ll drink your limey harbor-juice.” 


He chuckled as he headed for the vending machines in the corner. 
Somehow, the one they had for hot drinks consistently produced something 
that was actually worth drinking, not that the Americans ever touched it. 
“Pfeh, you colonials are always so low-brow...” 


“Yeah, yeah. You’re right about the cute, though...” 


She finished tidying the station as he extracted two plastic cups of hot 
brown stuff from the machine, and accepted it with a quiet ‘thanks.’ 


“_..I guess it’s valid, though.” Jack said after they’d hung out in silence for 
a couple of sips. 


“ ,.What is?” 
“Your question. Are we just stuck in a cycle?” 


She shrugged and blew across the drink’s surface to chill it. “...I guess. But 
there’s no way outta the cycle, is there? If we give up on it we all die.” 


“And if they’d given up—” Jack gestured back toward the infirmary “— 
they’d have starved to death. And... I mean, Ree, if I had to choose 


between murder some poor ET or watch you starve to death...” 


She stared into her tea for a second then shut her eyes, set it down sharply 
and nodded. 


Jack pulled her into a hug, not that she needed any convincing. His shoulder 
made her voice muffled when she spoke after a few seconds. 


“.,.Dammit, you made me cry. I hate crying.” 
“Sorry.” 


“For what?” She let go and straightened up, wiping her eyes. “For saying 
you care? Jack, that’s about the sweetest thing anyone’s said to me in a long 
time.” 


Not knowing how to reply to that, Jack just picked up his tea again and 
drank about half of it in one go. She watched him for a second with a 
slowly spreading smile, then picked up hers as well. 


“And for the record?” She added. “... Yeah. If I had to make that choice... I 
guess I shouldn’t blame them so much.” 


“T bet they blame themselves.” 
“... Yeah.” 


They finished both their drinks and cleaning up the station in comfortable 
silence, and by mutual agreement headed back to the rec room to rest and 

wait for their Operators to come back. There was plenty of discarded food 
around the place in there, which they grazed on while Miller picked out a 

movie—Kung-Fu Hustle—and they settled on the Couch to watch. 


Well... Jack watched it. Miller on the other hand fell asleep on his shoulder 
with her hand in a bag of popcorn, and when he tried to get her to pay 
attention she just mumbled, withdrew her hand from the bag and cuddled 
his arm before falling asleep again. 


He didn’t try to wake her a second time. After a while, he fell asleep too. 


Date Point 15y6mid AV 
Whitecrest Clan enclave, Alien Quarter, Folctha, Cimbrean, The Far 
Reaches 


Champion Genshi of Whitecrest 


Reunions were exhausting. Especially reunions with a Brother—a true 
brother—that Genshi had mourned and mentally buried years ago. Having 
him back was in its strange way almost as traumatic as losing him had been. 


Garaaf wasn’t the same as he’d been before. He’d always been the more 
straight-laced and serious of them, a little less of a conduit for the spirit of 
constructive mischief that was part of Whitecrest’s character... 


But now he was... terse. Quiet. Intense. His personality was just as scarred 
and mutilated as his face, to those who knew him well... and nobody had 
known him better than Genshi. 


They’d cuddled up in private and spent some time bonding. Neither of them 
wanted to pull apart, leave the enclave, or do much anything besides rest 
and bask in each other’s company. 


And talk. Not about anything consequential or dark. Instead, they were 
chatting about hopeful, light subjects. Scrubbing some of the darkness 
away, as it were. 


“ ,. You know what I’m looking forward to most? Depth perception.” 


Genshi duck-nodded lazily. They’d raided (and exhausted) the enclave’s 
supply of traditional Gaoian foods in one giant personal feast. While Genshi 
had been nursing an unaccountable craving for a “Murray Salad,” he knew 
Garaaf well, and if he’d been through what his Brother had then he’d have 
wanted a taste of home. Familiar comforts like Naxas jerky and Talamay. 


And peshorkies, of course. Far too many of them. Now they were relaxing 
after gorging themselves, both feeling fat and sleepy. 


“.,.Cybernetic, or cloned transplant?” he asked. 


Garaaf shivered. “Transplant, I think,” he declared. “Cybernetics are too... 
Hunter.” 


Genshi personally would have preferred an implant in his younger days to 
take advantage of the enhanced capabilities they could offer, but the 
Hierarchy had effectively soured him on that idea permanently. 


“Father Regaari feels a little differently,” he commented. “I don’t think he’d 
trade that paw of his for a line of eager Females.” 


“He made Father? Good for him.” Garaaf stretched and yawned. “...I still 
can barely believe he survived Capitol Station.” 


“It’s a Keeda tale, it really is,” Genshi agreed. “Though he tells it best 
himself.” 


“I’m not sure when I’Il have time to hear it,” Garaaf complained. “I tried to 
stay up-to-date as well as I could, but... there’s a lot to take in, I’m sure.” 


“Yes. More than you know.” Genshi sat up and sobered. “...Are you strong 
enough to start hearing it now? There is... much.” 


“... Yes.” Garaaf turned over and sat up as well. “Let’s start with why the 
Gao have a Great Father again...” 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
HMS Sharman (HMNB Folctha), Cimbrean, The Far Reaches 


Lt. Col. Owen “Stainless” Powell 


Powell had been expecting the knock on the door for a while. It was kind of 
a relief when it came. 


“Come in.” 
An MP pushed the door ajar and stood aside. “Miss Chang for you, sir.” 
“Aye, cheers.” 


Powell stood up as Chang was ushered into his office. She gave the MP a 
thank-you smile, gave Powell a different kind of thank-you smile as they 
shook hands, and sat when he gestured to the chair opposite him. She 
looked strained. 


“Cuppa?” Powell offered, on the grounds that tea fixed everything. 


“Um... thank you. I’d really appreciate a coffee, actually,” she agreed, and 
seemed to relax a little. 


Brewing up two hot drinks was easy enough, and Powell indulged in the 
usual small-talk as he made them. Weather, how she and hers were doing, 
and so on. He returned to businesslike talk upon setting the drinks down on 
his desk and taking his seat. 


“_,..Messy business, this,” he commented. 


She nodded and took hold of the mug with both hands. Maybe her hands 
were cold. “Very,” she agreed. “I... um, that is we... We have questions.” 


Powell nodded. “Thought you might. I hope you understand, I might not be 
able to answer ‘em, but ask away.” 


She scented her coffee for a moment. “...Mister Byron, um... he’s aware 
that we depend on AEC’s good graces. Obviously I need to go talk to the 
press soon. I need to know what I can and can’t say.” 


“_,. They told you about the Ring and all that?” Powell asked. She nodded. 
“We’d prefer to keep that thing’s existence to ourselves for now. In fact, the 
details of their escape should probably be kept close to your chest in 
general. Especially, er... the details of how they fed themselves that whole 
time. Aye?” 


She nodded fervently. “I wasn’t planning to mention that,” she agreed. She 
had a distinctly green, queasy look about her, so Powell pushed forward so 
as not to make her dwell on it. 


“Short version? I’m requesting that you refrain from commenting on what 
the Allied military’s response to this event may or may not be,” he said. 
“We refuse to comment on active operations, not even to confirm or deny 
whether such an operation is in progress.” 


“Which it is.” 
“No comment.” 


“ ,.Right. Um, yes...” She paused then nodded. “Okay, that’s simple 
enough. Um... obviously, MBG are going to want to know, well, 
everything...” 


“Aye, and we can’t rightly stop you from telling your boss what you just 
heard today. I suspect it’l] all come out in due course anyway. All we’re 


asking for is time.” 


She nodded understanding. “Enough time for whatever operation may or 
may not be in progress to play out.” 


“Just time, please. Let’s leave it at that.” 


She nodded, but it looked like something was deeply troubling her. “... 
Colonel... there are probably billions of people on that Ring...” she said, 


after a few seconds. 
Powell locked his face down. “Aye?” he said, slowly. “What of it?” 


“That would... I mean, presumably that would mean at least some of them 
are Gaoians.” 


“Miss Chang, I mean no disrespect, but I’d appreciate it if you could cut to 
the chase.” 


She nodded. “...I’m a Sister of the Clan of Females and a confidant of the 
Mother-Supreme,” she reminded him. “We know that the Hunters prefer to 
abduct Gaoian females and cubs. Thousands have been taken over the 
years, and Yulna will want to know if you have any plans to rescue them.” 


“T can’t answer that. I’m sorry.” 


“Right.” She drained a surprisingly large gulp of her coffee in one go and 
sniffed. “I have to tell her something though, Colonel. I mean, I presume 
your request for time applies to the Clan of Females as well, but...” 


Powell raised his hand. “Obviously I don’t expect you to stonewall Yulna, 
but there are... er...” he paused, calculating the right words. “...I think it 
will soon become clear to the Mother-Supreme which channels are more 
appropriate for voicing those kinds of questions.” 


“T see.” She finished her coffee and set it down with a grimace. That drink 
had to be painfully hot, but Powell didn’t comment. “Thank you, Colonel.” 


Powell stood to shake her hand. “I promise, we’|l work out a more 
constructive conversation as soon as possible,” he said. “And please, you let 
Moses Byron and the Mother-Supreme know they’re both welcome to 
contact me. If I can’t answer their questions, I can at least direct them to 
somebody who can.” 


“And the Dauntless crew?” 


“T understand Doctor Wheeler is on life support in our infirmary. The other 
four will need debriefing and, frankly, they’re all badly malnourished and 


traumatized. They’Il get the best possible care on all counts right here. If 
MBG want to remove them...?” 


“T think Ill leave that one to Mister Byron,” Chang said. 


“That’s probably wise.” Powell gave her a small, encouraging smile. “Good 
luck with the press, aye?” 


“Thanks. I think I might need it.” 
“You'll be fine,” he promised. 


The assurance seemed to help her. She produced a genuine smile for the 
first time since entering his office, shook his hand, and was gone in the 
MP’s company as briskly as she’d arrived. 


As soon as the door shut behind her, he turned to the latest from Intel. 


Still no signal. Still no word. Scouts were still hours away from the Hell 
system, and still detecting a gravity spike of immense scope and power on 
long-range scanners. 


He pulled a face, muttered “hmm” to himself, and drank his tea. 


It didn’t help. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Ring, Hell system, Hunter space 


WARHORSE 
Big bastard. Not slow, fast. Dangerous. 
Light it up. Gun kicking in hands, a firehose of shieldbreaker rounds. 


Enemy’s aim spoiled as its shields collapse. STARFALL wrecks the 
grenade launcher on its hand with a precision shot, it spins into cover. 


Brother hurtin’. Check him. Talking, moving, good signs. ‘Base picks him 
up, gets him safe. 


Push. 


Hunter array goes thump again. Four heavy Hunters, big but not like the 
monster. Light them up too. Spread out, make room. Nervejam can’t get 
them all. No flashes yet. No pain. Shieldbreaker up close, charge. Take 
more work to break but ‘Horse got it done. Jump and pin. Crack, fucker 
breaks like stick. Grab head, pull off armor along neck. Punch through 
throat. Smash skull, no time for fun. Bounce, fall back to cover before 
others react. Assess. 


Not as puny as other Hunters. Gonna take a while to kill them all. Too long. 
But ground gained. Array in sight. 

“Horse!” Tigger giving orders. Points at Array. “Wreck that!” 

Hell yeah. 

Reload: ferrous penetrator rounds, dial up power. Open fire, sparks fly, 
Array wrecked. Hunters shoot back, but there’s cover. Switch to 


shieldbreakers, First Fang flanking through concealment on the left. 


Up. Shoot. 


Enemy shields down. They retreat toward cover, right into Fiin. Gore 
everywhere. 


Grin. 


Tearing metal, right side. Gunfire and shouts. Big Bastard’s still fightin’, 
Brothers fightin’ harder. Move up, look for an angle. 


Explosion back there somewhere. Can’t see shit. Another explosion, crates 
burst as Big Bastard claws them aside. Get a clean shot. 


Fire. 


Its shields are already down. Shieldbreakers don’t do shit to armor, just 
make sparks. Switch mags, dial up power again. Big Bastard vanishes 
behind a locomotive. 


SLAM! 


Fuckin’ freight car gets knocked off rails and sent crashing across the deck. 
Jump, dodge. Regroup. 


Monkey-thought flickers through brain: Two can play at that game. 


““Basel” 


Captain Anthony “Abbott” Costello 


Usually the HEAT could rip anything apart. Usually, the HEAT was bigger, 
meaner and tougher than anything. 


This thing, whatever it was, was giving them a hell of a run for their money. 
Thank fuck for seasoned master sergeants: Costello could rely on Firth, and 
that made all the difference. And after whatever is was that Daar had done, 
the big Hunter was definitely feeling the pressure. 


Keeping the pressure on wasn’t going to be enough, though. They’d picked 
a fight with a fucking tank. Worse, they’d picked a fight with a tank that 
could move like an agile infantryman and was strong enough to derail 
freight cars. And it was fucking smart, too. They were having a hard time 
pinning it down. 


It knew the terrain, it could shape the goddamn terrain when it needed to, 
and it managed to be both cagey and bold at exactly the right moments. 
Each time Costello thought it had overextended itself, it would fade back 
into the trainyard and they’d be back to playing catchup, or recoiling from 
its counterattack. 


He threw himself across an open space, chasing it, looking for a shot. 
Blaczynski had winged the fucker and taken out one of its weapons, but 
other than that it looked to be unscathed. ‘Horse had scratched its paint, and 
it had blundered through one of Titan’s claymores without apparently 
suffering for it. 


They needed options. And they needed them before somebody got killed. 


Fortunately, the Protectors provided. 


Brother Daar of Stoneback, Great Father of the Gao 


A Hotball woulda been awesome just then. The very idea he had somethin’ 
like that nominally at his clawtips was deeply boner-inducing, but. Damn 
monsters had a wormhole doohicky up though, so they had to use the next 
best thing. 


Daar pulled his head back in as a mess of bullets tore up the deck. He 
weren't dead, no big deal. 


“Need’ta pin this fucker!” he barked. 
“Or corral it!” 
“Way ahead’a you, Tigger!” 


Daar pulled a face inside his mask as a shrill metallic scream ravaged his 
ears, and looked over just in time to see ‘Base and ‘Horse fucking tipping a 
freight car, right off the rails. It was a fuckin’ effort even for them, but by 
Keeda they actually managed it. Then they dashed over and tipped another, 
and then another... 


Each one crashed to the deck with a sound like... well, like a real heavy 
steel railroad car bein’ tipped over. 


Fuckin’ A. 
“Fiin! Righteous!” 


Anything the Beef Bros could do, the Champions of Stoneback could do 
too. Hell, Daar had taught those two how to flip cars. As Costello stepped 
in to ward the tank-thing away and give ‘em the room they needed to work, 
he slammed into the side of a car, got his claws under it and heaved. 


Firth was a second behind him, then Fiin. For a heartbeat, Daar had a flash 
of doubt about maybe he weren’t quite strong enough... 


But he pushed through it. It made his whole body groan, but the fuckin’ 
thing finally moved, shifted, rose. The far wheels finally slipped off the rail 
and... 


Fyu’s furry ass the crash of it finally goin’ over was the most fuckin’ 
sweetest sound. 


Onto the next one. Maybe they could catch up to the Bros! Gaps were 
closing, or at least the monster was gonna hafta go over ‘em or move ‘em. 
That’d slow it, expose it. 


They could catch it. They could kill it. 


They could win. 


The Alpha-of-Alphas 
Clever Foes. Too clever. 


Barely five or six were strong enough to derail the freight system, but that 
was enough. Interesting how the sixth wasn’t joining in. It was... 


Lay down fire, dart between cars, scuttle over a stack of scrap bins. It 
needed a closer look. 


One of the smaller ones was stealthy, quick. It took a shot, and the Alpha- 
of-Alphas reared up to aim a burst of micro-missiles. The assailant was 
already gone. 


Move. Sideways, around a crane, circle the knot of foes. 
< Glee > 


What a hunt! The Alpha-of-Alphas hadn’t felt so alive since the day it 
hunted a Vulza for its throne, and this was far more intense. 


Its prey was in sight. Carrying something large. Something... 


Black. Only one thing was that black. It was looking at a stasis field, and 
suddenly— 


There was a burst of firepower. These ones hit, caused actual damage, tore 
off a micromissile launcher. It reeled out of sight and found itself with 
diminished options. The rail cars were strewn all over the yard now, each 
one an obstacle that would need moving or vaulting. Slowing it, exposing it. 


But the galling thing was that the Alpha-of-Alphas knew perfectly well that 
the Prey had already won. 


It broadcast across the entire Hunter network. +< Command; Urgent; 
Immediate > Recall all broods. Launch the Swarm-of-Swarms.+ 


Puzzled queries and demands for confirmation came back immediately. It 
overruled them all, locked down the channels, asserted every iota of its 
authority. Juggling attention like that was hazardous. But the enemy had 
brought a bomb, and there was now nothing the Alpha-of-Alphas could do 
to stop them from destroying the Hive. 


< Satisfaction > 
Its Hunt had been a success: It knew what the Enemy were up to now. 


But the distraction proved fatal. 


Captain Anthony “Abbott” Costello 


Trust the Protectors to come up with a solution. Even by their standards that 
was a hell of a feat of strength, but goddamn if it didn’t work. The big 
spider-tank seemed to actually be stymied by the new obstacles. Not 
stopped, but definitely slowed and deflected. 


“DEXTER! Right! TITAN! Up the middle!” 


They had it, they had it! He could feel it in his gritted teeth. As the 
Whitecrests redeployed up the right flank they had their tricky little gizmos 
ready for if it went that way. If it tried to go down the middle it’d run right 
into the HEAT and Costello was pretty sure it wouldnt stand up to a serious 
volley of penetrator rounds. 


And if it went left, there was MOHO waiting for it with his Javelin. 


It went left. 


Daar 


Big bastard didn’t go without a fight, that’s ‘fer sure. Its weapons tore up 
the deck, carved holes in the trains. Daar watched his Brothers throw 
themselves to safety. Nobody hurt thank fuck. Couple’a near hits though, 
and Daar found himself praying to the old gods that everyone’s suits would 
hold up. 


MOHO had balls though. He popped outta cover the first opening he got 
and rammed a Javelin right down the fucker’s throat while Sikes laid down 
covering fire. High-explosive warheads and superplastic metal were some 
o’ the most bestest things ever, as far as Daar was concerned—ain’t hardly 
any armor plate ever made could handle that shit. 


It was a close-range shot, dangerously so even for troops like them. But... 
somethin’ sounded odd about the explosion, a weirdly familiar thump that 
preceded the detonation by a whisker. 


Then there was just the blast. Daar felt it thump through his body, rattle his 
bones and guts, and was pretty sure it knocked his brains about some too. 
Not that he needed any more o’ that in his life, but whatever. 


MOHO seemed unfazed. He was doin’ good as shit ‘fer his green HEAT 
deployment, but Humans seemed born to this kinda thing so Daar weren’t 
too surprised. He ignored the piece of hot shrapnel smoking on his arm, 
dropped his Javelin launcher, snapped his GR-1D back up and advanced to 
check his kill. Good instincts, good game. Fuck yeah. 


“_,.It’s down.” 


Debris was everywhere, it crunched underfoot, it could still be heard rattling 
and bouncing at the far end of the rail yard... but silence had fallen. 


They checked the Enemy. It looked smashed pretty good and hard, but there 
was something... off about the wreckage. A suspicion that Regaari and 
Titan confirmed when they both knelt down and checked on it. 


Regaari ran a scanner over the twisted metal. “...There’s a void here. Looks 
like...” 


“Like somethin’ was in there that ain’t there now,” Titan finished for him. 
“Exactly.” 


“Coulda sworn I heard a jump-thump just before I shot it,” MOHO 
volunteered. 


“So did I.” Regaari swept his sensor over the rest of the wreckage then 
duck-nodded. “If I had to guess, I’d say the pilot ejected.” 


“The threat’s neutralized either way,” Costello decided. “We have a bomb 
to deploy.” 


“Right. Next compartment should be that ship-wreckin’ yard,” Daar said. 
“That’s our bomb site and egress. Check your suit seals, I don’t wanna find 
out somebody’s got a breach halfway through the HELLNO.” 


“That means you, MOHO,” TITAN said. He checked the spot on the big 
Defender’s arm where the shrapnel had burned through the outersuit, and 
dug a pair of needle-nose pliers in, emerging after a few seconds and a 
tearing noise with a chunk of jagged metal as big as one of Daar’s ears. 


“_,..Superficial damage. Suit integrity’s fine.” 
“Think I'll keep that,” MOHO said, pocketing the fragment. 


Costello nodded satisfaction then turned around. “Irish? How’s the 
payload?” 


“Just grand, sir. Slowin’ me down a bit is all.” 
“Let’s unburden you.” 


Daar chittered, and checked his own suit, only to find it had stopped a hit 
without him even noticing. Fuckdammit, he let himself get lost in the 
bloodlust. Rookie mistake, but... 


Whatever. They weren’t dead, and the end was close now. It wasn’t the 
victory he’d wanted, but it was a victory. 


He’d take it. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Alpha-of-Alphas’ sanctum, Hunter Space 


The Alpha-of-Alphas 
< Anguish > 


The emergency recall had been involuntary, automatic. Both a reflex and a 
pre-programmed contingency, such that the Alpha-of-Alphas couldn’t truly 
say for sure whether it had meant to run away, or whether it had been 
snatched away by a failsafe. 


It wasn’t the defeat that stung, it was the fact that the Hunt was over. It had 
been joyous, transcendent, euphoric. Finally, finally a worthy foe! It had 
ended all too soon. 


It would tangle with those raiders again. It would adapt, it would improvise. 
And the meat in the maw would be all the sweeter for the effort. 


For now, though... it needed a new body. 


There was very little of it left. Its brain, its maw, its gut. The rest of its 
“body,” for the moment, was an egg-shaped life support module that kept 
those most essential components of a Hunter’s life alive. 


No matter. It had been jumped back to the command cradle in its sanctum. 
From here, it could command... 


...It could... command... 


There was nothing. The links were utterly silent. When the Alpha-of- 
Alphas reached out to connect with the Hunter network, all it felt was a 
peculiar resistance as though its long-discarded fingertips were brushing 
against solidified air. 


It reached out for a replacement body, at least some arms and legs to carry it 
around so that it could demand an explanation. There should have been 
limbs and a replacement war-form already loaded into the sanctum’s cradle. 


The arms and waldos that should have constructed a new body around it 
were empty and numb. 


< Confusion; Mounting fury > 


It couldn’t even struggle. It had no limbs with which to struggle! Nothing it 
tried to access was responding, nothing it tried to summon would listen. It 
was worse than paralyzed, it was inert, sat uselessly in a cradle with nothing 
but the limited sensors mounted on this, it’s least body, to sweep the 
sanctum. 


The door opened, and its own body thundered through, shaking the deck 
with every step. Riding in its center was not another egg-shaped core, but 
something more Hunter-like and organic. Something scarred, ruined and 
twisted. Something that was familiar because the Alpha-of-Alphas had 
personally defaced it to the point of anonymity. 


+< Shock > You.+ 


The former Alpha Builder didn’t reply, it only radiated a surprisingly gentle 
emote. < Satisfaction; Anticipation > 


So. This was what real defeat tasted like. Everything up until now had just 
been a setback. 


The Builder stopped in front of it. +< Regret > You brought us to this. I 
was content to follow, until you showed how wasteful you are.+ 


+< Interrogation > You will replace me?+ 
+< Calm certainty > I will be better than you.+ 


The former Builder circled out of the Alpha-of-Alphas’ sight. There was a 
whining sound, and what little of the defeated Alpha’s body was left felt 
vibrations through its shell as it was cut into, carved apart. The Builder was 
exposing its brain. 


It would have sagged, if it could. Instead, it listened until it heard the metal 
that had once protected its vulnerable grey matter clattered on the echoing 


floor. 
+< Resignation > Well hunted.+ 
+< Serene > Meat to the maw.+ 


Reverently, perhaps even tenderly, the Builder began to feed. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
The Ring, Hell System, Hunter Space 


Captain Anthony “Abbott” Costello 


“Put this in perspective for me. How big is eighteen-point seven gigatons in 
terms I can understand?” 


Something serious had gone down in the ship-scrapper facility, too, long 
before the strike team arrived. From the looks of things their tank friend had 
ripped plenty of other shit apart in there, but the whole hangar was built to 
rip shit apart anyway. Huge clawed and saw-bladed robot arms were lurking 
up near the ceiling, ready to descend on any machine unfortunate enough to 
be dragged into their grasp. 


One whole wall—the Ring’s outer skin—was an atmosphere-retaining field. 
Costello had to look closely and carefully to even pick out its faint blue- 
green iridescence against the infinite night. Really, it looked like they were 
open to vacuum. 


They would be, in a few seconds. 
Irish had deposited the bomb in the middle of the deck with a relieved 
groan, then promptly jumped to checking everybody’s suit seals. Nobody 


could ever fault that man’s relentless energy. 


Daar meanwhile was watching as Titan and Sikes welded the payload to the 
deck. He growled his reply to Costello’s question. 


“Big enough it could blow everythin’ from New York ‘ta Washington DC 
into th’ stone age, damn near.” 


“Tmagine a mushroom cloud that engulfed the whole of Massachusetts,” 
Akiyama added helpfully. 


“T’m a Canuck, remember?” Costello reminded them. “I’m from Montreal.” 


“_..Well sir, if it went off in your hometown it’d level Ottawa too, and give 
people third-degree burns down in Toronto and New York City.” 


“...Dang.” 
“Yeah...” Akiyama paused. “How clean is this thing?” 
“As clean as any bomb y’all ever made,” Daar informed him. 


Titan caught Costello’s eye for a second before returning to his work. 
“Right... important point there, then, we’re gonna need to keep suit seal 
after planetfall, unless you wanna suck down fallout.” 


“Eh, not a bad idea. Prolly ain’t necessary though. ‘Sides, y’all don’t wanna 
set off another skidmark, I wager...” 


“All them irradiated bits of Ring falling on our head are gonna fuck up the 
planet bad enough anyway, sir...” Sikes commented. He grunted as he 
finished securing the bomb and its shield emitter to the deck. The idea was 
that any Hunters that wanted to tamper with it would just end up setting it 
off instead. 


“Yeah, that sounds like a hazard,” Costello pointed out. “Can we do 
anything to mitigate it?” 


“We shouldn’t need to. When the Ring pulls itself apart the suppressor field 
should drop long before any of the big pieces de-orbit. We’ll be long-gone 
through our Array before that happens.” 


“You’re certain?” 


“_,.Well, I ain’t never blown up an orbital megastructure before,” Sikes 
commented. “So this is as sure as I can be. Anyway, she’s all yours sir.” 


That last remark was addressed at Daar, who duck-nodded grimly and broke 
out the bomb’s activation passphrase. He pointed himself at the device, 
squared up, and spoke in Gaori: [“Wisdom is the most exquisite curse.” ] 


The light on the bomb went bright blue. 


Regaari made an intrigued noise. [“Apt. One of Great Father Fyu’s sayings, 
yes?” | 


[“Nah, Stoneback lore says it were actually Great Mother Tiritya who said 
it, ‘cuz some dumbfuck asked her why Fyu always looked so depressed.” | 


“Let’s maybe step away from the giant nuclear weapon, eh?” Costello 
suggested. “Far, far away.” 


“Express elevator to Hell’s waitin’ and ready sir,” Firth told him. They’d 
cleared out the debris near the atmosphere retention field to make for a 
smooth exit, and the team was running over pre-jump checks for an EA- 
HELLNO. 


It was a solemn ritual. The founders had lost a Brother this way, before 
Costello’s time. They weren’t interested in losing another to the same 
mistake. Even WARHORSE seemed to have come back from that intense 
place he went to during a mission, just a little. He checked Costello’s suit 
from the ankles up with a few short words, gave him the traditional 
stunning slap to the helmet to let him know he was good to go, and turned 
to check Murray. 


Funny how ‘Horse always looked after the smallest guys first. 
“Buddy up!” 


Everyone formed their groups. HELLNO jumps could be precise, but if shit 
went wrong then spreading themselves over a territory was also a good 
idea, and they’d settled on three as the optimal drop-buddy group size. 


Costello’s group included Blaczynski and one of the First Fang Brothers, a 
brute who outmassed Champion Fiin by a fair bit, and whose armor was 
bloody all the way down to his shoulders. Taciturn, too. Apparently he only 
got talkative around Females or in First Fang gatherings. 


Checks were finished quickly, no sign of any more Hunters. Costello didn’t 
like that at all, especially when the reason why became apparent when he 
stepped up to the pressure field and called up his suit’s sensor overlay. 


It lit up with ship contacts. Hundreds, thousands of them... all undocking 
and getting the hell away from the Ring. 


He switched to the command channel. 
“Enemy’s fleeing the Ring, Great Father. I see a lot of ships out there...” 


All that came back was a growl, and a short sentence. “...Let’s get offa this 
thing.” 


Costello didn’t need telling twice. They lined up at the edge, checked left 
and right one last time, then pushed forward through the field together. 


That moment of transition between atmo and vacuum was always weird for 
Costello, but going through a pressure field was even weirder. He felt the 
tension drop off as a dozen pounds per square inch just lifted off him. Even 
with the EV-MASS clamping down on his whole body to keep him 
pressurized and stop him from suffering for it, the difference was there. 


Of course, the sound was a whole different matter. The only noises left were 
the quiet, internal ones that had just been part of the background a second 
ago. Now, they were thrust into the foreground by the absence of anything 
else. 


The gravity field obviously ended at the pressure threshold. Centripetal 
acceleration took over and the Ring fell away from him, until he reached 
that tricky spot where he stopped having a sense of subjective direction. If 
he looked at it one way, the Ring might be a massive, perfectly flat wall that 
he was drifting away from. Or it might be a ceiling he was falling from, or a 
floor he was rising above. 


Orbital mechanics was part of Firth’s job, and this particular de-orbit was 
going to be tricky: they had a giant metal structure to circumnavigate before 
they could begin re-entry. 


They’d brought WiTChES-equipped kinetic maneuvering packs this time, 
rather than relying on cold-gas. The gas produced way more thrust, but they 
just couldn’t carry enough reaction mass to de-orbit successfully. The fields 


went up, snapping wide around them like a diaphanous aurora-borealis 
version of Batman’s cloak. Angled properly toward the sun, they could 
power the kinetic packs for a pretty steady acceleration, and acceleration 
built up quick. It wasn’t long before the Ring’s surface was a blur that 
Costello had decided was “below” him. 


They were horrifically vulnerable out here, but the other option was instant 
incineration in a nuclear blast orders of magnitude larger even than the San 
Diego and Tsar Bomba events on Earth. End of list. No jumping back, no 
warp-capable ship for evac. It was jump, or die. 


For some reason, however, the Hunters seemed to be ignoring them. Maybe 
it was just healthy wariness of the bomb, but... 


No matter. There was nothing to do now except wait. 


At least there was a nice view. 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
MBG private jet, over Iowa, USA, Earth 


Kevin Jenkins 
“Got an update from Cimbrean...” 


Moses looked up from the couch at the back of the plane, where he’d been 
sitting with a coffee and a tablet. “Has she spoken to the press yet?” 


Kevin nodded. “Yeah. Footage is up on ESNN.” 


Moses made an irate noise. “Always with the beating our people to the 
punch...” he grumbled, and tapped at his tablet. Kevin relocated over to 
stand behind him and watch. 


Xiu had done a fantastic job of presenting herself, and she looked every 
inch the composed corporate professional as she stood tall in front of the 
camera flashes and microphones. 


She began with a gentle nod to the reporters. From the looks of things, 
HMNB Folctha was besieged by the media at this point, and Kevin could 
see all kinds of network logos on show. 


“Go on, you,” Kevin muttered, gently encouraging her even though he 
knew that the interview had already finished. 


Xiu let the flashes die down before speaking. “Thank you for your 
patience,” she began. “I’m going to keep this brief, because there’s a lot we 
still need to establish, but I’m pleased to say that the Spaceborne 
Operations Regiment and Clan Whitecrest have rescued the surviving crew 
of Byron Group Exploration Vehicle Three, Dauntless. I’m afraid the crew 
have suffered casualties, and I won't be revealing much until we’ve had a 
chance to speak with the next of kin, but I can confirm that four of the crew 
are alive and recovering in the base’s infirmary. A fifth is critically 
wounded, but stable for now.” 


“Attagirl, you’re doin’ great,” Moses muttered. 


On screen, Xiu seemed to be totally in command. “I’Il do what I can to 
answer your questions, but you should know that I may not be able to 
answer all of them. There are many things we still don’t know, or need to 
sort out. But for now I will say that we’re happy to have our colleagues 
back and we’ll be doing absolutely everything we can to help them and 
their families. I know from personal experience that coming home after a 
long, life-changing journey is... not easy. But we’ll be there for them, every 
step of the way.” 


Moses grinned as she finished her brief speech and started taking questions. 
“Well, you were right Kevin,” he said. 


“C’mon, you didn’t doubt her either or you wouldn’t’ve agreed to the idea,” 
Kevin replied. He returned to his own work and listened with half an ear as 
Moses watched the whole video. 


Most of the questions were met with apologetic declinations along the lines 
of “I’m not able to comment on what the Allied military’s response to this 
event may or may not be.” and a few polite reprimands like “Well, sorry, 
but we’re not here to talk about me, we’re here for my colleagues.” 


As Kevin listened, he reviewed the detailed email she’d sent him. It was 
stomach-knotting stuff, especially the fact that the poor bastards had 
resorted to murder and what was effectively cannibalism. People were not 
gonna like that one bit. He sure as hell didn’t, and he could see how maybe 
he’d have done the same thing if it was that or starve. But there were gonna 
be a lot of armchair warriors who’d get fuckin’ angry when the truth came 
out, and defending them was going to be a... brave position for the Group 
to take. 


“Dang,” Moses cursed gently. 
“What?” 


Moses grunted and rewound the video. “That reporter’s sharp.” 


He aimed the screen at Kevin just as said reporter asked her question. “Ava 
Rios, ESNN. There’s no way that ship was carrying enough food for a ten 
year mission... How did they survive so long?” 


Xiti made a small mis-step: For just a second, she looked uncomfortable 
and cagey. The expression was gone even quicker than it arrived, but it was 
there on camera. “I can’t answer that right now, I’m sorry.” 


Rios, it seemed, was not the kind of woman who was deterred so easily. 
“Didn't you ask them?” 


“As I said, I don’t have all the answers at this point, and this would be one 
of the questions I can’t answer.” Xiu repeated. “I’m sorry.” 


“Hrrm.” Kevin mulled the exchange over and scratched his jaw. “Gotta 
hand that girl a point. She asked a good question.” 


“T feel like I know that name from somewhere. Rios.” 


“You should, boss. She’s ESNN’s star reporter, she wrote the ‘Humble 
Hero’ article on Xiu and I’ve got one of her prints in my office.” 


“.,.Which one’s that?” 
“The blue and white one next to my bookshelf.” 


Moses grunted. “... Thought that was an abstract piece. Guess I never 
looked at it properly.” 


“Nope. Original photograph with the artist as model, limited print. Paid a 
couple grand for it, too.” Kevin was thoroughly pleased with that purchase: 
It was already worth twice as much as he’d paid for it. 


He’d taken up collecting art more out of not knowing what else to do with 
his money than for any better reason. Moses paid him a substantial six- 
figure salary with an executive bonus, but after the disaster that had been 
his first and only attempt at marriage and fatherhood, Kevin was committed 
to being a lifelong bachelor. Some fuckups weren’t worth revisiting. 


His estranged daughter Callie had refused to let him pay for her college 
education which... hurt like hell, frankly. But it was her choice, and he was 
proud of her for going her own road despite everything. And if she wanted 
to stick with the wheelchair rather than let him pay for nerve regeneration 
therapy or an exoframe... well, that was her call too. He hated it, but she 
didn’t want anything to do with him. 


And frankly, he knew better than to blame her. 


Without a family to support there sometimes didn’t seem to be a whole lot 
of a point to having that kind of money, so he spent it on collecting stuff. 
The only downside to his art-collecting hobby, if indeed it was a downside, 
was that he’d apparently developed a knack for spotting up-and-comers 
who’d be way more valuable down the road. So really he was just 
generating more money via long-term investment. 


He shook the thought off and considered the exchange between Rios and 
Xiu. “...We ain’t gonna be able to keep their, uh, survival strategy dark 
forever, I reckon.” 


“No,” Moses agreed. 
“.,.Have we got our people’s backs, Moses?” 


Moses stood up and tugged his shirt into a more comfortable position as he 
roamed the plane’s interior. A thought seemed to amuse him as he stopped 
by the porthole window and stared out at the clouds far below, and he 
grunted something that was almost a laugh. “Out, damned spot...” 


“ ..Boss?” 


Moses blinked and returned to the here-and-now. “... Yeah,” he decided. He 
turned around and was all business again. “We’ve got our people’s backs.” 


“Despite what they did?” 


“We’ | take fire for it either way,” Moses grumbled. “That’s life. But we 
look out for our own, Kevin. Especially when they only wound up in that 


situation because I was so impatient to get out there and start finding 
planets...” 


He sighed and sat down on the couch again. “There’s a lotta blood on my 
hands. I can’t wash it off, but I can face it down. I didn’t get where I am 
today by hiding my mistakes.” 


“Okay.” Kevin nodded, and the matter was decided. “Where do we start?” 


“We start...”” Moses mulled it over for a second, then nodded to himself. 
“...Well. I’m going to start with an apology.” 


Date Point: 15y6m1d AV 
Freefall above planet Hell, Hunter Space 


Captain Anthony “Abbott” Costello 
“This is a win, right?” 
“Barely. ” 


Daar didn’t sound remotely happy. Their suit sensors were tracking 
thousands of ships fleeing the Ring like wasps swarming from a burning 
hive. None of them seemed interested in hunting the falling raiders. That in 
itself was... atypical, for Hunters. Everything Costello knew about them 
said that at least a few of them would have braved the pursuit for a shot at 
vengeance but now... 


Instead, they were conserving resources. No wonder Daar wasn’t happy: It 
didn’t matter that not a single Brother had been so much as wounded, nor 
did it matter that they’d kicked ass like only the HEAT and First Fang 
could. This had been the moment to smash both the Ring and the Swarm- 
of-Swarms, to cripple the Hunters and reverse the momentum on a reign of 
terror that had been grinding on since before Humanity figured out how to 
knap flint. 


Instead... without the Ring and its slave population, every ship that escaped 
was going to need food and supplies. The Hunters would need to feed, and 
the galaxy was going to suffer for it. 


“My Father,” Regaari was only a few hundred meters to Costello’s left, and 
maybe a hundred feet higher up. “We’re outside the lethal radius, and the 
atmosphere should protect us now.” 


Daar’s radio clicked, but that was the only acknowledgement he gave. 
Costello saw clearly when the bomb went off. His helmet was designed so 


he could stare at a star if need be, so the immense flash of light in the 
heavens above him was no problem at all. 


That... seemed to be it. An anticlimax, almost. The Ring was still a 
gossamer thread in the distance, but then again the best estimates said that 
after breaking in just one place it would take the better part of three hours 
for its own spin to completely smash it. 


Part of him wished he could see what that would look like. The rest was 
very, very glad to be far away from it: Daar had just killed a lot of innocent 
people. 


From the sound of his voice, he knew it too. “...Mission accomplished,” the 
Great Father announced. 


There was nothing else to say, and in any case the reentry plasma was really 
beginning to flicker around the edges of Costello’s EARS field. For the next 
few minutes, their comms were going to be worthless anyway. Plenty of 
time to think and reflect. 


Plenty of time to pray. 
“May God have mercy on our souls...” 


Alone, he fell into the fire to contemplate his sins. 


++END CHAPTER 46++ 
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